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JUSTICE FOR LAINE – Susan Stoker

When her best friend can’t attend the photo shoot for a celebrity calendar featuring sexy cops, Laine agrees to go without her. What began as a favor may turn out to be fate when Laine meets sexy Texas Ranger Wes and falls for him…literally.

JUSTICE BURNING – Elle James

Hard-nosed sheriff’s deputy, Nash Grayson, places his family and hometown in danger when he rescues, Phoebe Sinclair, Dallas debutante and desperate runaway bride with a secret hiding in the trunk of her stolen car.

LAYING DOWN THE LAW – Becky McGraw

Former bad boy, now sheriff, Brock Cooper finally has his life together, which includes being over Melanie Fox. But when her mother’s mysterious fall brings the beautiful doctor back to town, it’s like she’s only been gone a minute. Brock is sure she can help heal her mother, but can she patch up the pieces of him she left behind too?

TEXAS JUSTICE – Cynthia D’Alba

Following an auto accident and a death during surgery, Sheriff Kyle Monroe is pulled between professional responsibilities and his personal life. He’s ready to stand by Dr. Tess Sweeney to fight bogus medical malpractice charges, even under pressure from his doctor brother and the county District Attorney to distance himself from her. He has to clear her of the charges to keep their new found love going.

TEXAS LONE STAR – Sable Hunter

Dallas McClain is a Texas Ranger with an ironclad plan to further his career and buy a ranch someday. He loves women, but there’s just no time for a relationship or a family. His plan goes up in smoke when he is called upon to save sexy Haley Richards. Abandoned by her husband, someone is trying to take her land. And when her little girl decides Dallas is her new daddy… Well… plans have been known to change.

CAIN’S LAW – Delilah Devlin

Lawman Cain Whitfield discovers the shy brunette he’s been flirting with is a former mob boss’s girlfriend when her cabin goes up in flames. Now, he’s got to keep her alive and under wraps long enough for her to testify–then he can wipe his hands of her. Carina Black’s hurt pride prods her to seduce the proud lawman into breaking his rigid code.

COWBOY LAWE – Donna Michaels

In order to keep close to an alpha cowboy her boss wants protected, Knight agent Tara Lynch draws on her acting skills to play a scared schoolteacher who witnessed the murder of a hitman. Former SEAL Callahan ‘Rooke’ Lawe agrees to help his old commander, but with his hands already full investigating accidents on his training ranch that put his brother in the hospital, his attraction to the beautiful woman is a distraction he doesn’t need.

COWBOY’S BEST SHOT – Lexi Post

Cowboy Hunter McKade returned from his service overseas only to find he’d lost everything. Bartender, Adriana Perez, never had anything to begin with. Is this their best shot for happiness?

PROTECT AND SERVE – Sabrina York

The last thing officer Charlie Dunham expects when he returns to his hometown is to tangle with his high school crush, Claire Silver, right off the bat. He’d planned to ignore her entirely—the way she’d always ignored him. But when a mysterious threat puts her in danger, he must step in and save her. It doesn’t take long for him to realize that he’s been lying to himself about his feelings for Claire. He wants her…no matter the cost.

BADGE AND A SADDLE – Randi Alexander

When the missing person he’s been searching for strolls right into his house, Detective Rex Tarrow’s investigation takes a wild U-turn. Astronomer Mina Cooper’s reappearance triggers a dangerous game of hide-and-seek as Rex discovers no one can be trusted, not even the sexy, seductive, and completely irresistible Dr. Mina. He’s sworn to protect her, but will she get them both killed?

BLIND SIDED – Lindsay McKenna

It seems Kara Knight has been targeted by the Mexican drug cartel, Deputy Sheriff Cade Patterson leaps into action to protect the woman he loves and find out who is behind the threats before it’s too late. Dark family secrets stand between him and the woman he loves from afar. Can Cade expose the treachery? Win Kara’s hand?

LAZARUS – Beth Williamson

Lazarus Graham has always been the black sheep of his family. Leaving behind the ranch his family had owned for nearly 200 years, he lives life as a Texas Ranger. Tough, hard and inflexible, he has no time for life’s fripperies. Beatrice Cartwright never expected to run into her childhood nemesis again. Yet Laz Graham sauntered into her store to investigate a crime nearby. Then the man had the nerve to not remember her. Being a Graham isn’t easy, and it’s about to get a lot harder for one stubborn lawman and an equally stubborn woman.
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Reluctantly taking her best friend’s place at a photo shoot, realtor Laine Parker expects to assist the photographer for the day . . . not drool over the volunteer model, Westin King. The Texas Ranger and real-life cowboy is hot-on-hot sexy, from the tips of his boots to the top of his Stetson. Despite her visceral reaction to the man, the last thing Laine expects is a whirlwind romance—but that’s exactly what she gets.


Wes has been around the block enough to know what he wants, and he wants Laine. He wastes no time showing her how he feels . . . but he may never get the chance to tell her. Laine has disappeared, and it will take every connection Wes has—and a little help from a mangy stray—to get her back in his arms.

* Justice for Laine is book 4 in the Badge of Honor: Texas Heroes series. Each book is a stand-alone, with no cliffhanger endings.
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Chapter One
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“No. Absolutely not,” Laine told Mackenzie emphatically.

“Please?”

Laine Parker sighed in exasperation. Mack was her best friend, but sometimes she thought they shouldn’t be friends at all. Mackenzie was curvy and outgoing and somehow seemed to light up a room the second she walked in. Laine was almost the exact opposite. She was tall and slender and would rather spend the night at home in her sweats than go out . . . but it was hard to meet a guy that way. Still, they were thick as thieves, went together like peanut butter and jelly, and were like blood sisters.

“I only said I’d come because you were going. I have no desire to go out to some random guy’s ranch, watch as he takes his shirt off and poses for your charity calendar,” Laine told Mack in an irritated tone of voice.

“I know,” Mack whined, obviously stressed out. “But my new boss asked me to go with her today to check out the venue for our annual charity ball. I wouldn’t normally agree, because it’s not like she can’t go and look at a ballroom herself, but I’m trying to make sure I stay in her good graces. After Nancy left, we floundered a bit before Loretta got here. I don’t want to do anything to make her reconsider her employment choice. And, Laine, this isn’t a random guy. Wes works with Daxton. He’s a Texas Ranger. It’s not like I’m sending you to a Chippendale club or something. Besides, Jack will be there.”

Laine took a big gulp of her iced tea, wishing it was something stronger. Mackenzie had asked her to lunch today, and she’d thought it was so her friend could grill her on her lack of a love life. Ever since Mack had fallen in love with her hunky Texas Ranger, she’d been trying extra hard to find Laine a man as well.

“Jack being there isn’t a positive in my book. I don’t really know him either. I know I’ve met him a few times, but you were always with us. Look, you know I love you, but why do I need to go at all?”

“Seriously?” Mack asked, raising her eyebrows.

“Yeah, seriously.”

“Okay, here’s the thing. Jack is a great photographer. He’s one of the best. We were lucky to get him to take the pictures for the calendar. But you know the kind of men Daxton and his friends are . . . they’re manly-men. Alphas. Cops. They’re not comfortable stripping and having their picture taken . . . especially for another man.” She held up her hand to hold off Laine’s protestation. “I know, I know, Jack isn’t gay, but it doesn’t matter. It’s weird for them. Daxton told me straight out that if I wasn’t there, he wouldn’t have done it. So I need you to go so it’s not just Wes and Jack. Please? Wes is the last model I need to finish this calendar. I don’t have a backup guy, he’s it.”

Laine put her head on the table in front of her in defeat. It wasn’t as if she didn’t have the time. As a realtor, she had the luxury of setting her own schedule. She’d cleared her calendar so she could be there with Mack for the shoot. The Petersons had gladly moved the tour of the house they wanted to see until the next day, and the Whispersons had no issue moving their showing up. So she had the time blocked off to spend with her best friend.

Picking up her head, she acquiesced. “Okay, but you owe me, Mackenzie.”

“Yay!” Mack clapped her hands softly in glee. “It’ll be fun. I know how much you love seeing the old ranches. Wes’s ranch has been in his family for at least a hundred years. Daxton said every second he’s not working a case, he’s out there doing what he loves. He’s a true cowboy in every sense of the word. In high school and college, he was on the rodeo team. He did that roping thing.”

“What roping thing?”

“You know, where they let a cow go and they ride out behind it on a horse and lasso it with a rope . . . mm hmm . . . that’s next on our agenda,” Mack exclaimed. “We need to go and check out a rodeo.”

“We’ve been to a rodeo. We went to one last year,” Laine reminded her friend.

“Oh, but we weren’t really trying to understand anything, we were just there for the eye candy and so we had an excuse to wear our new boots. We need to go and check out what all the events are.”

Laine shook her head. Mack was a goof. She tended to ramble too much and was clumsy as all get-out, but they’d been best friends since middle school. Laine would move heaven and earth for her if she asked, especially after almost losing her to a psycho serial killer. Knowing Mack had found the love of her life made Laine happy, even if she was a bit sad at the same time that she herself hadn’t found someone yet.

For so long it’d been just the two of them. They’d make spur-of-the-moment plans, hang out all night at each other’s houses, and they were confidants. But Laine could see the writing on the wall. Now that Mack had Dax, he was the center of her life . . . as it should be. They’d tried to find the right man for themselves all of their lives, and now that Mack had, Laine felt as though she was being left behind. It was a difficult thing to get used to.

“What time do I need to be out at his place?” Laine asked Mack, trying to get her back on track.

“Ten. I’m not sure what Jack has planned for the shoot, but he said he’d like to use a barn in a shot, if it works out when he gets there. He’s been very good at being able to put the other guys at ease. He can figure out the best place to pose them for the shots that show off their assets. Seriously, Laine, you should see some of the pictures so far. Daxton, of course, is hot, but you’d never guess that under his lab coat, Calder is totally ripped. And Quint? Hot damn. Seriously, they could all quit tomorrow, start their own strip club and make millions.”

“What about Hayden?”

Mackenzie smiled an evil smile. “Oh, she didn’t want to do it, but I bribed her.”

“With what?”

“I promised I wouldn’t ask her to go shopping with me for at least six months.”

Laine giggled. “No wonder she agreed. The last time you dragged her out, she was traumatized for life.”

“That’s not true!” Mack protested. “Just because I thought she’d look good in that corset thing and the zipper broke and the manager of the store had to come in and cut her out of it, doesn’t mean she was traumatized.”

“Uh. Yeah. It does.”

“Whatever.” Mack waved off the incident.

Laine had heard all about the shopping trip from Hayden one night at the bar. The men had thought it was hysterical, but Hayden had glared daggers at everyone for the rest of the night. She wouldn’t admit it out loud, but Laine would’ve paid big bucks to be a fly on the wall during that incident.

“Anyway, I swear you’d think Hayden was a model by looking at the pictures Jack took of her. They went to the shooting range and he somehow convinced her to take off her deputy’s jacket, and the picture I think we’re using of her is a profile shot where she’s aiming downrange. She’s wearing a white tank top and her red hair against it is absolutely beautiful. She wanted to keep it up in the bun she always wears it in, but Jack convinced her to take it down. It’s a bit curly and the wind blew at exactly the right time for the shot. It’s as if she had a fan in front of her, wafting her hair back perfectly. Seriously, I was jealous as all get-out of her hair. Even though she’s the only woman in the calendar, I’m so glad we convinced her to do it. The rest of the guys are gonna crap their pants when they see her. She’s usually so . . . mannish. Even I had no idea she was so beautiful. She hides it well.”

Laine suddenly looked at her watch. “Crap, I gotta get going. I have an appointment in twenty minutes.”

“You going to look at another ranch?” Mackenzie asked, knowing how much her friend loved showing the properties on the outskirts of San Antonio.

Laine wrinkled her nose. “Nope, this one is a plain ol’ suburban three bedroom, two bath.”

“Poor thing.”

“I know, right?”

Mackenzie stood up with Laine and hugged her. “Thank you so much for doing this for me. I swear I wouldn’t ask you to go if I didn’t think it was important.”

“Have you met this Wes guy?” Laine asked Mack, putting her purse strap over her shoulder.

“No, but Daxton says he’s easy to work with and he respects him. I guess they’re pretty close work friends.”

Laine shrugged. “I guess that’s as good of a recommendation as the man’ll get.”

“Damn straight.”

They hugged again. “Be safe. I’ll call you tomorrow night and you can tell me all about it,” Mack said.

“I will. Love you.”

“Love you too. Bye.”

As Laine headed out to her car, she wondered just what in the world Mackenzie had gotten her into now.


Chapter Two
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Laine parked next to a large, black pickup truck and turned off her engine. Gazing at the house with her realtor hat on, she was impressed. It was big, two stories with a huge wraparound porch. She didn’t know what it was about porches, but they seemed to make a house cozier and homier. She thought the house was probably at least three thousand square feet, maybe more if it went back farther than she could see from the front.

It was painted a steel-blue color, which stood out among the plains surrounding it. There was a large red barn off to the left and fences as far as she could see. A few horses grazed on the land around both the barn and the house. Overall, it looked idyllic, and Laine could almost imagine little kids running around while their mother sat on the porch swing watching them play.

She shook her head. At thirty-seven, she was too old to have mommy regrets. It wasn’t that she couldn’t have kids, she knew women were able to have them later and later nowadays, but she was at a point in her life where kids weren’t high on her priority list anymore. It was interesting, however, that with all the houses she’d shown and sold over the years, none had made her think about what she might be missing in her life more than this one.

A knock on the window next to her head made her screech and duck to the right in fright.

Jack. The photographer was standing next to her car, grinning like a maniac. Laine put a hand to her chest and willed her heart to slow. Criminy, he’d scared her.

She opened the door and stepped out, smacking the large man on the shoulder as she stood next to him. “Not cool, Jack.”

“Couldn’t resist. You were sitting in your car like a zombie.”

“Maybe I was thinking.”

“Yeah, well, think on someone else’s time. I need to get this done so I can go and take pictures of a Quinceañera.”

“Have you seen Wes yet?” Laine asked, pocketing her keys. She’d dressed for comfort today, as she did most days, in a pair of well-worn jeans and her old brown cowboy boots. They were scuffed and not that pretty looking, but they were comfortable. She’d learned after her first trip to a ranch, years ago, that sandals or sneakers weren’t the best footwear for the uneven ground of a working farm in Texas.

“Not yet, but one of his employees said he was in the barn and that he was expecting me.”

“Let’s get this over with, yeah?” Laine asked, already walking toward the large open doors to the spacious building. “Do you have a plan?”

“Not yet. I want to see what the inside of this monstrosity looks like . . . see if there’s a decent place to take some shots. The light is good this morning, but if it’s too dark inside, I’ll need to find a more appropriate place outdoors instead.”

“How many other cowboy shots have you done for the calendar?” Laine questioned as she matched the photographer’s stride.

“Actually, none, they were all more law-enforcement based. The other guys and Hayden aren’t exactly the cowboy types. That’s why I’m excited about this one. Mackenzie told me this guy’s the real deal. I’m thinking if I can get what I want, it might be a good cover picture. We do live in Texas, after all.”

Laine didn’t respond, withholding judgement. She’d known a lot of men in her life who wanted others to think they were stereotypical Texan cowboys, but she could count on one hand the number who she’d actually classify that way. Wearing boots and a Stetson did not make a man a cowboy.

They stopped inside the sliding doors of the barn and waited for their eyes to adjust to the dimmer light. After a few seconds, when she could see clearly, Laine almost gasped at the sight that met them, but managed to refrain.

There were several stalls on either side of the space; most were empty, except for two. There was an obviously pregnant mare in one and a younger colt in another. The loft over their heads held hay bales stacked and ready for the colder months, and on the entire back wall hung various leather tack for the horses and other ranching tools.

But it was the man, who hadn’t sensed their presence yet, who stole her breath. He was shirtless, and his jeans rode low on his hips, highlighting his flat, muscular stomach. He was tall, probably a few inches taller than her five-nine, and he wasn’t a young guy either . . . which actually relieved Laine. She would’ve felt uncomfortable if she’d been attracted to someone in his twenties. There wasn’t anything wrong with it, but she’d always preferred older men.

His profile was to them as he shoveled manure out of one of the stalls. The muscles in his back and side rolled and stretched as he scooped the waste out of the hay on the floor and into a wheelbarrow next to him. His biceps flexed as he turned back to the empty stall and continued with his chore.

Laine could’ve stood there all day doing nothing but watching this amazingly beautiful, rugged man work, but Jack was seemingly not as gobsmacked as she was, because he cleared his throat loudly and asked, “Westin King?”

The man at the other end of the barn lifted his head and nodded in greeting when he saw the two of them standing at the door. He rested the shovel against the wall and headed toward them. He grabbed a rag hanging off the rail of another stall and used it to wipe his hands as he walked.

Laine felt as if she was stuck to the floor. He’d obviously been in the barn working for a while, because even though it wasn’t exactly hot yet, his chest was covered with a sheen of sweat. He had dark hair, and some strands were stuck to his forehead, and the hair on his neck was wet as well. With the way his jeans fit, Laine could clearly see the mysterious and sexy-as-hell V-muscles that she’d only seen a couple times in her life. Laine had no idea what they were really called, but whatever they were, this man’s were highly defined and pointing toward the Promised Land.

His abs were equally as impressive and she could see a clear six-pack that flexed as he came toward her and Jack. Her eyes roamed down his legs, over his well-worn and dirty jeans to the tips of his brown, well-used boots.

“My eyes are up here,” he drawled, clearly amused at her intense perusal of his body.

Laine knew she was blushing, and immediately looked up into his face. His eyes were a dark brown, the color of the mahogany desk she had at home, and he had laugh lines around them. His lips were full and pink and currently pulled up into a smile, as if he knew exactly what she was thinking. Which would be extremely embarrassing, since she’d undressed him and had her way with him in her mind during the few seconds it’d taken for him to get to them.

Thank God Jack was there to run interference before she asked the sexy cowboy to turn around so she could check out his ass.

“Jack Hendershot. It’s great to meet you.” He held out his hand and the men greeted each other.

“Wes King. Likewise.” Then he turned to Laine. “You don’t look like any photographer’s assistant I’ve ever seen. Mackenzie?”

She shook her head. “Oh no, I’m Laine, spelled l-a-i-n-e. No y at the end. Laine Parker. Mackenzie is my best friend. She couldn’t make it today. I was only coming to keep her company, but then she bailed on me and begged me to still come so you wouldn’t feel weird about being half naked with Jack.”

Laine froze and forced herself to stop talking. Oh my God. She sounded exactly like Mack. She’d obviously picked up some of the other woman’s habit of vomiting out whatever she was thinking when she was nervous. She put her chin down and a hand on her forehead, refusing to look at the man who’d scrambled her brains. She’d never been so embarrassed in all her life.

Wes chuckled, and Laine couldn’t help but notice his laugh was just as sexy as the rest of him. “I have to be honest and say I’m extremely glad you aren’t Mack.”

“You are?” Laine looked at Wes.

He nodded. “Yup. ’Cos I know Mackenzie is taken. It’s good to meet you, Laine Parker.”

Laine stared at his outstretched hand for a beat, trying to process what he’d just said. He was glad she wasn’t Mack because she was taken? Did that mean he had the same immediate attraction to her that she’d had to him? She held out her hand automatically and inwardly groaned at the feel of his calloused hand against her smooth one. Jesus, even his hands were sexy.

Jack nudged her with his shoulder, almost knocking her over, before saying to Wes, “I think this’ll work just fine. Do you have any objections to me setting up in here? I need to get my stuff from the car, but it’ll just be a few lights to make sure the photos aren’t too dark and a reflector disc. I think if we use one of the stalls, it’ll be a great backdrop. Maybe afterward we can go outside and find one more location as well, just in case.”

“No problem.”

“Thanks, I’ll be right back.”

Laine’s head whipped up and she was going to offer to help, so as not to be left alone with this man who made her feel way too much, but Jack was already out the door and headed to his car. She looked at Wes and stuffed both hands in her back pockets to try to prevent herself from doing something crazy, like running her palms up and down his glistening chest.

“So . . . you’re a cowboy.” She mentally smacked herself in the forehead. She was such a dork.

“Yup, among other things. You want to meet Star?”

Assuming he meant the pregnant mare, Laine nodded, thankful he wasn’t going to bring up her inappropriate behavior, and that he was keeping whatever it was between them at a low simmer. She shouldn’t have been surprised though, not really. This man was a Texas Ranger . . . not a twenty-two-year-old kid straight out of college. He was far too suave to say or do something either demeaning or juvenile.

Wes stood back with an arm out, obviously telling her to precede him. Not wanting to seem rude, Laine headed for the stall, all the while conscious that Wes was behind her. Was he looking at her ass? No. He wouldn’t do that . . . would he? She looked back at him. Yup, he was totally checking out her butt.

The thought made her stumble and she would’ve fallen face first into the hay and dirt at her feet if Wes hadn’t caught her elbow.

“Careful.”

“Sorry. Wasn’t watching where I was going.”

Grateful he refrained from commenting further on her clumsiness, she arrived at the gate to Star’s stall. Wes leaned up against the door and gestured for Laine to step up on the bottom rung so she could reach over the rails.

“How much longer does she have?” Laine asked, reaching out a hand to pet the beautiful chestnut-brown horse who eagerly came to the door of her stall to greet them.

“Anywhere from a month to a month and a half.”

“That much? She looks huge.”

“Yeah, but it’s actually normal for a horse her size. Here, give her this.” Wes held out a carrot he’d grabbed from a bucket behind him. “She’ll be your friend for life. She’s addicted to them.”

Laine held out her hand and took the vegetable from Wes. She held it out to the mare and laughed as Star’s horsey lips brushed against her palm when she took it from her. “She’s beautiful.”

“Yeah.”

Laine looked over at Wes. He wasn’t looking at the horse, but at her. She immediately felt as if she was fourteen again and Timmy James had told her he thought she was the prettiest girl in school.

“I’m thinking the last stall will work.”

Jack’s words broke through the spell weaving itself between Wes and Laine. She laughed nervously and stepped off the rail, brushing her palms against her jeans. “What can I do to help?” she asked Jack, hoping he had something for her to do that wouldn’t entail her drooling over the man in front of her.

“Here, take this,” Jack told her, handing her a silver reflector panel. “It’ll only take me about five minutes to set up over here.”

Laine grabbed the large, spherical reflector panel that looked like an oversize sun screen people used in their cars. She wandered over to the last stall, watching Jack as if it was the most interesting thing she’d ever seen.

She was completely tongue-tied and had no idea what to say to Wes. She’d been attracted to men before, but not like this. There was something about him that made her lady parts sit up and take notice.

The only thing that made her feel less guilty about the entire situation was that it seemed as though Wes was feeling some of the same things she was. Every time she glanced at him, he was watching her. She couldn’t take her eyes off him, and apparently, it was a mutual thing.

Finally, Jack was ready.

“Okay, chicks dig the hat and rope thing, so I’m thinking that’s the route we should go. Do you have a preference for if your face is shown in the picture or not?”

“Is that an option?” Wes asked seriously.

Jack shrugged. “Sure. I mean, I don’t think any of the other guys cared if their faces were seen or not. The FBI guy said he wasn’t going to be doing any more undercover gigs, and the others thought it might be good for their dating life or the image of their respective departments. But it’s up to you.”

“What do you think?” Wes asked Laine.

“Me?” The word came out as a squeak.

“Yeah, you. What do you find sexier? A faceless cowboy or one where you can see his eyes along with the rest of his body?”

“Um . . . well, it depends.”

“On?”

Laine didn’t really want to get into it, but both Wes and Jack were looking at her in expectation.

“On whether or not I was married or dating.”

“Go on,” Wes encouraged when she didn’t elaborate.

“I don’t know why it makes a difference, but if you must know . . . if I was with someone, I think I’d prefer to not see a model’s face. It would allow me to put my own guy’s face onto the model . . . so when I fantasized, I’d see the man I loved instead of a stranger.”

“And if you were dating the model? Would you prefer single women who bought the calendar to fantasize about a random body or your boyfriend?”

Holy. Crap. Laine couldn’t take her eyes away from the hot-as-all-get-out man in front of her. Was he serious? She wasn’t sure. But she couldn’t help but be honest with him. “If I was dating someone and they were having their picture taken for a sexy publication that I knew horny women of all ages were going to buy to drool over . . . I’d prefer his face to be hidden so he’d be anonymous. They could enjoy his body, but I’d want his face to be all mine.”

Wes didn’t respond to her, but turned to Jack and said nonchalantly, as if he wasn’t rocking her world, “Faceless.”

Jack grinned, but stayed professional. “No problem. Go ahead and pick up the rope that’s hanging over there on the wall. We’ll start with that looped over your shoulder. Do you have a Stetson in here? We’ll definitely need that, especially since we’re going the anonymous route.”

Laine didn’t say another word, but watched silently as Wes followed Jack’s instructions, strode to the nearby wall and picked up the rope. She felt the goosebumps pop up on her arms as she thought about Wes’s words. Unfortunately, she could feel her nipples harden in response as well. Her body was standing up and taking notice of the sexy-as-hell cowboy in front of her.

The next forty minutes were excruciating for Laine. She hadn’t realized how difficult posing for pictures could be. She figured the model just stood around for a bit and that was it. But Jack was a tough taskmaster. He asked Wes to pose in all sorts of positions, most with his head tilted down, shielded by the wide brim of his cowboy hat.

It was the flexing, and the sight of his perspiring chest that made Laine shift where she stood. He was so amazingly sexy, she had a feeling if she was alone with Wes, she wouldn’t have been able to control herself . . . and that wasn’t like her at all.

What also wasn’t like her was thinking about what the cowboy could do with the rope he posed with. She’d never been into bondage, but thinking about Wes lassoing her and tying her hands to one of the stalls as he bent her over and took her from behind, made her face flush with arousal.

Finally, Jack was satisfied with the pictures he’d gotten inside the barn. They moved outside, where the photographer decided that if Wes leaned against the fence, with the barn and horses grazing in the pasture in the background, it was perfect for a possible cover shot for the calendar. While he set up his cameras again, Wes ambled over to Laine.

“So . . . you’re friends with Mackenzie, who is Dax’s girlfriend. What else?”

“What else, what?”

“I want to know more about you. How old you are, what you do for a living, favorite color, if you’ll go out with me next weekend.”

Laine bit her lip and looked up at the man next to her. He wasn’t that much taller than her, probably four or five inches. His eyes were pinned to hers; he wasn’t distracted by anything going on around them, which was heady. She was used to men—and women, for that matter—being distracted by their phones, other people, the houses they were looking at . . . all sorts of things, so being the recipient of all of Wes’s male attention was a bit disconcerting.

“You’re awfully forward,” Laine said, crossing her arms over her ribcage, trying to act like she wasn’t dying to jump in his arms, hook her legs around his waist, and kiss his luscious lips.

One side of those lips quirked up. “I’m no more forward than you, Ms. Parker. You were undressing me with your eyes the entire time I was posing back there . . . and I can tell you, if we were alone right now, you’d find out how appreciative I am of your eyes on me.”

“Uh . . .” Laine was tongue-tied and had no idea how to respond.

“Just tell me you aren’t attached,” he demanded.

The hell with it. Laine was attracted to him and it seemed as if Wes was attracted right back. Why was she even trying to play coy? “I’m not attached. Thirty-seven—although you’re not supposed to ask a woman how old she is—I’m a realtor, purple, and yes.”

Her opinion of Wes rose when he followed the conversation easily. “I’m forty-two, you know what I do for a living, I don’t have a favorite color, but I’m thinking I’m becoming partial to purple as well . . .” He nodded pointedly at the lilac blouse she was wearing.

Laine looked down and blushed when she could see her nipples showing through the cotton bra she’d worn under her tank top. Dang it. She’d thought she’d gotten herself under control. She usually didn’t have a problem with spontaneous nipple hard-ons when she was out and about, but obviously this man was making her body stand up and take notice of him without even trying.

Wes continued, “I’ll pick you up at your place Friday night.” It was a statement and not a question.

Laine quirked an eyebrow. “You will?”

“Yup.”

“And if I won’t tell you where I live?”

“Mackenzie will.”

Darn it. He was right. “Okay, but I’m only allowing it because you’re a Texas Ranger. I typically don’t let men know where I live before a first date.”

“Smart.”

“You ready?” Jack asked from a few steps away.

Once again, Laine was surprised by the other man. It seemed as though when she was with Wes, everything else faded away . . . which was good and bad.

Laine watched as Jack did his thing with Wes for another twenty minutes. The photographer seemed very pleased with Wes, and the shots he’d gotten, and finished up the shoot quickly. He held out his hand to the Ranger. “Thanks for allowing me to interrupt your morning. If you ever want to make some money out of this photo thing, please contact me. Real cowboys are in high demand in the romance novel cover market. You’d make a ton of money without even trying.” He chuckled at the horrified look on Wes’s face. “Okay, okay, but I had to throw it out there. I know you probably have a ton of stuff to do. I’ll send over the best shots for your approval before the calendar goes to print.”

“I’d appreciate that.”

Jack shrugged. “I figure if you’re volunteering your body for charity, it’s only fair to allow you to say yes or no to the shots I pick out. It’ll probably be a month or so before you see them. I still have a couple more shoots to do for another project, and of course then I have to edit and put together the calendar.”

The photographer turned to Laine. “You’ll tell Mack that the shoot went well?”

“Yeah, I’ll tell her.”

“Great. Thanks for coming out today,” Jack added.

“I don’t think I was that much of a help,” Laine countered honestly.

“Oh, I think you were more of an inspiration than anything else.” Jack smirked, referring to the sparks flying between her and Wes.

“Whatever,” Laine murmured, blushing.

“See you later, Laine. Drive safe going back into the city,” Jack told her seriously as he turned to head back to his car.

“I will, you too,” she called out behind him. Laine took a step toward her own car when she was stopped in her tracks by Wes’s hand at her elbow.

“Hang on a second . . . please?”

Laine nodded, not sure why she was nervous to be alone with the charismatic man standing next to her, but she was. She waited for him to say something, but he stood silent until Jack’s car was headed down his driveway.

Then, still without a word, Wes put one hand on the side of her neck and the other wrapped around her waist, pulling her close. Laine’s hands rested on his chest in surprise as his head dropped down to hers. Her fingers flexed against his warm skin and she had two seconds to let it register that his chest was just as hard as she imagined it would be before he moved.

He didn’t ask. He didn’t hesitate. Wes took her lips as if it was the hundredth time rather than the first. When she gasped in surprise at the electricity she swore she felt as his lips touched hers, he took advantage and surged his tongue inside her mouth.

Tilting her head at his urging, Laine reciprocated enthusiastically, loving his aggressiveness as his tongue dueled with her own. When he sucked on her lower lip and nipped it gently with his teeth, she whimpered. Lord, the man could kiss.

He pulled away, not bothering to look around to see who might have seen them making out. As though pulled by an invisible force, he leaned down and kissed her once more, but with more tenderness than passion this time. His tongue lazily caressed hers, seemingly not in any rush and without making her feel it was merely a way to butter her up to get into her pants.

Finally, he took a step back, keeping his hand on her waist until she got her balance. “I’m looking forward to next weekend,” he said in a husky voice.

“Where are we going?”

“It’s a surprise.”

“But I won’t know what to wear.”

“Ah, I should’ve thought of that. Okay, dress casually comfortable, but I’d love to see some skin.” Wes’s finger ran along the strap of the tank top over her shoulder.

Laine knew she should smack his hand away, but his touch felt so good, she knew she wouldn’t.

“Okay, but you should know I get cold easily. I swear I don’t know what it is about Texas that when the temperature goes above eighty, the people in charge of the air conditioning in buildings think they need to crank it down to fifty.”

“I won’t let you get cold.”

Lord, it was as if they were having sex, but standing upright . . . and a foot from each other.

“Okay then. Skin, comfy, and casual. I think I can do that.”

“Good. Drive safe, and I’ll see you Friday around five-thirty.”

Laine could only nod as she backed away from Wes. She kept eye contact with him until she reached her car. Fumbling into her pocket for her keys, she finally looked away as she got into the driver’s seat.

Driving down the road away from the ranch, Laine looked in the rear-view mirror and saw Wes standing where she’d left him, his eyes on her car as she drove away.


Chapter Three
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“You are in big trouble, sister,” Laine told Mackenzie that night when she called to tell her how the photo shoot went.

“Why? What happened?” Mack asked, alarmed.

“You didn’t tell me how crazy hot that man was.”

There was silence on the phone, which was telling, as Mackenzie was never at a loss for words. After a long moment, she seemed to come back to herself. “What? Are you kidding? I didn’t know. I mean, we had that discussion in the bar after Quint’s girlfriend, Corrie, was rescued. Everyone said he was good looking, but it’s not like Daxton would tell me that one of his coworkers was sexy or anything. I take it the cowboy thing worked for him? Did you ask him out? Was it weird? How did he act with Jack?”

Used to her friend’s nonstop questions, Laine waited until she wound down to speak. “First of all, yes, the cowboy thing worked really well for Wes. When we walked into the barn he was shoveling shit out of one of the stalls, shirtless. And let me tell you, I almost had a spontaneous orgasm right then and there.”

Laine heard Mack laughing, but went on.

“Jack was cool. But I got sucked into a conversation about whether or not they should take shots that would show his face and Wes actually asked me,” Laine’s voice dropped, mimicking Wes’s low, sexy voice, “‘if you were dating the model, would you want your man’s face to be shown or not’?”

“He. Did. Not!” Mackenzie exclaimed, almost hyperventilating.

“Oh, he did.”

“And what did you say?”

“I said that if I was dating someone, I wouldn’t want other women to fantasize over my man’s face. That they could drool over his body, but his face was all mine. So Wes turned to Jack and told him ‘faceless’, and so he posed with his hat over his face.”

“Holy shitballs.”

Laine could understand Mack’s reaction, because it was much the same as she’d had standing in front of Wes when he’d asked. “And he’s taking me out next Friday.”

“Really?”

“Really.”

“Truly?”

“Yes, Mack. Truly.” Laine heard her friend sniff. “Are you crying? What’s wrong?”

“I’m just . . . I’m so happy. I love Daxton with all my heart, but a part of me was sad that you didn’t have a man of your own. I’ve had friends who I’ve grown apart from because they got married and went on with their married life. I didn’t want that ever to happen with us. And I’m just so happy. Because not only are you with Wes, but he’s a Texas Ranger just like Daxton. It’s like it was meant to be.”

“Mack,” Laine warned. “This is one date. Don’t marry us off yet.”

“I know, I know, but this is so cool. Where are you going?”

“I don’t know. He wouldn’t tell me.”

“But how do you know what to wear?” Mackenzie asked.

Laine snorted. “I know, right? That’s exactly what I said! He told me to dress casually, comfortable . . . and to show some skin.”

“You know what this means, right?”

“No, what?”

“We get to go shopping!”

Laine laughed at her friend. Shopping wasn’t usually her favorite thing to do, but Mackenzie was right, Laine wanted to look her best, and a new outfit that flattered her always made her feel good about herself and gave her a boost of confidence.
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The next week seemed to go by extremely slowly. Monday came quick enough, and Laine and Mack had spent Sunday afternoon at the mall, but between indecisive homebuyers and house inspections that didn’t go the way the sellers wanted them to, it’d been a long week. Laine had only gotten to scope out one rural property as well, which was one of her favorite things to do.

But it was finally Friday. Laine had left work around noon so she could go home and get ready and try to get rid of her nerves. She’d taken a long bath to relax and dressed in the new pair of Lucky jeans she’d bought the previous weekend. She’d found the perfect blouse for her date as well . . . at least Mackenzie reassured her it was perfect.

It was a dark purple that looked black in low light. It was sleeveless, with a high neck in the front. It was made of a silky material that draped her flatteringly. It looked modest from the front, but the back scooped down to the middle of her spine, leaving most of her back bare. It wasn’t so crass as to dip down to her butt crack, but a nice, modest—if you could call this shirt modest—mid-back drape. A regular bra wouldn’t work with the shirt, but there was no way Laine was going without one. Her nipple hard-on fiasco was still fresh in her mind, so she’d made a detour to the lingerie shop in the mall and bought a bra that had one of those versatile straps to it.

Laine refused to get a push-up bra, not wanting to falsely advertise what she didn’t have, but she made sure there was adequate padding in the lacy contraption so if (who was she kidding . . . when) her nipples peaked, she wouldn’t advertise it to the world . . . or Wes. Been there, done that, got the T-shirt. The straps wound around the sides of her ribcage and her lower back, safely tucked away below the drape on the back of the shirt.

It felt sexy and daring . . . and way more aggressive than Laine would’ve worn in the past. There was something about Wes that made her feel at ease and safe. His profession had something to do with that, of course, but it was ultimately him. He’d obviously been attracted to her, but other than the stolen kiss, he’d controlled himself and hadn’t acted like a hormone-driven asshole.

On her feet, she’d strapped a pair of open-toed sandals with a slight heel. Not high enough that she’d have to worry about tripping over her own feet, but enough to give her an extra inch or so. They had a thick block heel and a delicate strap that wound around her ankle.

She couldn’t wait to see what Wes had in store for them tonight. Laine had spoken with Mack earlier, promising to call no matter what time she got home that night, as was their custom. It was five twenty-three when her doorbell rang. Laine was glad Wes was early; she couldn’t stand when people were late. Her grandmother had been late for everything when Laine was little. They’d usually tell her something started fifteen minutes earlier than it did, just so they could get there on time.

Looking through the peephole to make sure it was Wes before she opened the door, Laine unlocked the deadbolt, opened the thick oak door and stared at the man standing on her stoop.

Wes looked every inch as delicious today as he had the week before. He was wearing a pair of black jeans and a western style shirt that had what looked like snaps up the front of it. It was a deep purple color . . . not as dark as her own shirt, but purple all the same. It figured they matched. They really were on the same wavelength.

The top two buttons of his shirt were open and Laine could see he was wearing a white tee under the button-up top. He had on a pair of what she would call “dress-up boots,” as they looked shiny and pristine.

To top off his outfit, he was holding a black Stetson in one hand, and a single purple rose in the other. She had no idea where in the world he’d found a purple rose, but at the moment, she didn’t care.

“Hi, you look amazing,” Wes observed as she simply stood there staring at him.

His words shook her out of her holy-hell-is-this-man-hot daze. “Oh, yeah. You do too. You want to come in while I get my purse?”

“No. I’ll wait here.”

“Really?” Laine asked, somewhat confused. His answer wasn’t what she’d expected.

“First, even though you invited me, I don’t want to overstep my bounds. Second, if I come in, I’m not going to want to leave. So yeah, I’ll wait here.”

“Oh . . . okay.” Somehow she’d forgotten how blunt the man could be.

He held out the rose to her. “Better take this and put it in some water though. Wouldn’t want it to die while we’re out and about.”

Laine reached out and took hold of the rose, bringing it to her nose to smell before telling him, “Thank you. It’s beautiful. I’ll be right back.” She whirled around, leaving the door open, to head back inside to fill a glass of water for the flower and grab her purse.

After a quick trip to the kitchen to fill up a large glass to put the rose in, she went back into the living room where she’d been pacing before Wes arrived, and over to the coffee table. She grabbed her purse and her sweater, which she’d put on the back of her suede couch so she wouldn’t forget it, and headed back to her front porch and Wes.

He took a step back as she exited the house and waited patiently as she locked her front door. Laine put her keys in her purse and hooked it over her elbow as she turned back to him. Wes held out his hand, indicating that she precede him down the two stairs and to her front walk-way. She felt his hand on her bare back a split second before he spoke in an almost too-casual way.

“Mind you, I wasn’t disappointed in the least when you opened the door, but I was a bit surprised at your choice of attire. I figured your interpretation of ‘showing some skin’ was different than mine . . . but I was okay with that.” Laine felt his thumb caressing her spine as they walked toward his large black truck. “But it’s a good thing I turned down your invitation to come into your house, because, darlin’, if I’d have seen the back of this shirt before you asked me in, I would’ve taken you up on it and we wouldn’t have left at all.”

Laine smiled and looked over her shoulder at him. The compliment was awesome to hear and if she was being honest with herself, she would’ve been disappointed if he hadn’t said anything about it at all. She’d chosen it to on purpose to try to make an impression. It was nice to have that validated. Wes was walking next to her, and she shivered once again as he shifted closer to her and his hand wrapped around her bare side under her shirt, not quite inappropriate-for-a-first-date territory . . . but close.

“We can still go back inside. We haven’t left yet,” Laine noted enthusiastically. She was all for the dating thing, but with the way she felt while around Wes, and with his warm palm on her side, she could totally do the sex thing first, then the dating thing.

She felt his hand squeeze her waist in reaction to her words, before he relaxed. “Nope. No can do. We’re out, and we’re staying that way . . . at least for a couple of hours. I’ve got plans, woman, and your seduction attempts will have to wait.”

“My seduction attempts? You were the one who told me to show some skin,” Laine protested weakly, loving his sense of humor.

“You’re right, I did,” Wes chuckled as he clicked the locks on his truck. He opened the passenger door without another word, finally easing his hand out from under her shirt to hold it out for her to grab on to as she hiked herself up and into the seat. When she was settled, Wes leaned in, resting one arm against the doorframe.

“I don’t know what it is about you, Laine Parker. I gave myself a talk before I got out of the truck. I told myself I would keep my hands to myself and be a complete gentleman. But there’s just something about you that makes me want to chuck all that away and take you down to the ground and ravish you. I don’t know if it’s the look in your eye that tells me you want to do the same thing to me, or if it’s just some crazy ‘it’s been too long since I’ve held a sexy woman in my arms’ thing. Whatever it is . . . rest assured, I like it. I like feeling this way. And just so you know, as much as I might want to, I’m not going to make love with you tonight. I find myself wanting to draw out this anticipation. I have a feeling the wait will be worth it. That you’ll be worth it.”

Laine didn’t know what to say, she could only sit there with her mouth open in shock as Wes leaned back and shut the door, sealing her inside his truck. As he walked around to the driver’s side, Laine muttered to herself, “Holy mother of God. I’ve hit the mother lode.”


Chapter Four
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Wes held on to Laine’s hand as they left the movie theater. He’d done the typical dinner and movie date for their entertainment that evening. It wasn’t that unique, but he wanted to put her at ease before they headed back out to his ranch. She knew he was a Texas Ranger, but that didn’t mean she should trust him immediately. Just being in law enforcement didn’t mean a man was trustworthy, although it should. Nothing pissed him off more than a crooked cop.

He’d been completely bowled over by her tonight. First, standing on her doorstep and getting a look at her bare back as she’d turned away from him almost made him shoot off in his pants. Wes knew he wasn’t a young man. While he’d seen his fair share of pretty women in his forty-two years, something about Laine was different, and she turned him on, big-time.

Her shirt, showing off her entire back, wasn’t what he’d expected when she’d turned to lock her door, but it was a nice surprise. He’d grilled Dax earlier that week, wanting to know as much information as he could about Laine before their date. Dax didn’t say a lot, it wasn’t in his nature to gossip, but he did say enough for Wes to understand that she was a good person, and if he played with her emotions, Dax would kick his ass.

It was the implied threat that did the most to convince Wes that Laine was someone he wanted to get to know better. If Dax didn’t seem to care if Wes wanted a one-night stand, it would mean Laine wasn’t relationship material. It seemed like Laine was a woman who had a good head on her shoulders and she knew what she wanted . . . and as it turned out, it looked like she wanted him as much as he wanted her.

They’d gone to a local hole-in-the-wall steak place that Wes knew about. He’d assisted the owner with a robbery investigation a few years back, and the man hadn’t ever forgotten. Wes made a point to eat there as often as possible, which wasn’t a hardship since the food was delicious. Laine had laughed without being self-conscious, and had warmly greeted the owner as if he was a millionaire instead of just a humble local restauranteur.

She was good company, eating a hearty dinner and not counting calories, laughing at his stories, contributing to the conversation easily, not bragging about her career, and not acting over the top regarding his. In short, Laine was interesting, funny, sexy, and Wes couldn’t wait to get his hands on her.

He hadn’t lied to her earlier when he said they wouldn’t make love that night. Oh, Wes wanted inside her more than he wanted a lot of things in life, but he was enjoying the heavy glances and the way she made his heart rate increase with every small touch. Wes wanted to draw it out because he knew when he finally got Laine in his bed, it was going to be mind-blowing.

The movie had been an action flick, her choice. The special effects were overdone, as was the acting, but they both knew they weren’t really there for the movie. He sat next to Laine with his arm tucked around her waist, his hand under her shirt, as she cuddled into him. Thank goodness he’d had the foresight to choose one of the newer cineplexes that had the rocking seats with the armrests that could be folded up.

Her perfume distracted him from the movie and after it was over, if someone had asked what the plot was, Wes wasn’t sure he would’ve been able to say anything about it with any conviction.

“Thank you for a wonderful night,” Laine said as they headed toward his truck in the parking lot.

“Oh, the night isn’t over yet. The best part is still to come.”

“The best part? Even better than the fried Oreos at dinner? You’ll have to try pretty hard to top that one, Ranger.”

“Darlin’, you haven’t seen anything yet.” Wes felt Laine shiver at his endearment, but was too much of a gentleman to say anything about it.

He drove them to his ranch, and to her credit, she didn’t protest or otherwise tell him to take her home.

When they stopped, she commented dryly, “I thought we weren’t going to have sex.”

“We aren’t. First of all, I said we weren’t going to make love, not have sex. I have a feeling it will never be just sex between us. Secondly, I want to show you something . . . and no, it’s not in my bedroom,” Wes joked before she could comment. Her snarkiness was just one more thing he liked about her.

Wes grabbed her hand and relaxed when she didn’t hesitate to squeeze his in return. “Lead on, oh fearless cowboy. But remember, I’m not wearing my boots.”

“You don’t have far to walk, just hold on to me and I’ll make sure you don’t fall.” He led them to the barn, grabbing a canvas jacket that was hanging on a hook just inside the double doors. He helped Laine into it then continued, holding on to her hand, to the backside of the large structure, relieved to see the four-wheeler sitting just where he’d asked his foreman to put it when he was done with it for the day. He threw his leg over and looked back at Laine. “Climb on, darlin’.”

“Really? Cool!”

Wes was relieved at her reaction. Once upon a time, he’d wanted to do this same thing with another woman he’d just begun to date, and she’d recoiled in horror at the thought of riding through his ranch on the back of an ATV.

He took a deep breath as Laine didn’t even hesitate and got on behind him. She immediately wrapped her arms around him and snuggled into his back. Wes took a moment to enjoy the sensation of being in Laine’s arms. He could feel her warmth soak into his skin and suddenly had a vision of them lying in bed snuggled together, just like this.

He sat up a bit straighter and put one hand on her thigh next to his, and with the other, he reached behind him and awkwardly wrapped it around her back. They sat like that for a moment, before Wes reached for the handlebars and started the machine.

Being careful not to go too fast so the ride wasn’t as bumpy—and to make it last as long as possible—Wes finally pulled up to their destination and cut the engine. They were in the middle of his largest pasture, and once the light to the four-wheeler was cut, it was pitch dark.

“Wow, I didn’t realize how dark it could get out here,” Laine said with a nervous laugh.

Wes helped her stand, and kept her hand in his. He reached into the bag between the handlebars, pulled out a flashlight and clicked it on. “Yeah, without the moonlight or the city lights, it’s tough to navigate. Here, watch your step, we don’t have far to go.”

Wes kept the light focused on the ground so they wouldn’t step into a hole, any cow patties, or trip over any rocks or sticks. Cognizant of the sandals Laine was wearing, he’d wanted to get as close to their destination as possible with the four-wheeler, while still keeping it a secret until the last minute. After a few minutes, he raised the light and showed Laine where he’d been taking them.

“Oh my.”

“Is that an ‘oh my, this is neat’ or an ‘oh my, what in the world was he thinking’?’” Wes teased.

“Definitely the former. This is amazing.”

Wes shrugged. This was two plastic lawn chairs, the kind where you were mostly reclined when you sat in one, sitting side by side. Each had a throw blanket on the seat in case it got too chilly. There was a bottle of wine and two glasses sitting in a small basket next to them. It wasn’t fancy, but it was something Wes thought Laine might like.

He’d never admit it, but when he’d talked to Dax about Laine, he’d quizzed him about what she liked to drink. He’d said that she was similar to Mackenzie. No-frills, down-to-earth, and fairly easy to please. He told him what kind of wine he’d see her drinking when she hung out with him and Mackenzie. The last thing Wes wanted to do was offer up a nice romantic gesture, and have it fall flat because she was a recovering alcoholic or she didn’t like wine.

Wes walked Laine to the first chair and helped her get settled. He draped the blanket over her so she was comfortable. Then he poured them each a glass of the specialty wine from the Brennan Vineyards in Comanche, Texas. He clicked off the flashlight, leaving them sitting in the darkness of the evening. Wes waited for her to take a sip, and wasn’t disappointed in her reaction.

“How in the world did you know this was one of my favorite wines?”

Wes took a sip of the fruity alcohol and sat back. “I have my ways.”

Laine chuckled and sat back herself. “Whatever. You totally asked Mackenzie, didn’t you?”

“Maybe.”

“Anyway, I guess it doesn’t really matter. Thank you. Seriously, this is the best ending to a great date.”

“Look up.”

“What?” Laine asked in surprise.

“Look up. You’ll never find a more beautiful view of the stars than out here in the middle of nowhere.”

Laine was silent for a moment as she took in the light show above her head. “Wow. I had no idea. I can see the Milky Way so easily.”

“Um hum.”

“And Orion’s belt, and the big dipper.”

Wes could hear her turning in her seat.

“And there, there’s the little dipper. Holy cow. This is amazing.”

Wes reached over, found her free hand in the darkness and wrapped his fingers around hers. They sat there in silence for quite a while, drinking wine, listening to the sounds of the crickets and other animals around them, and enjoying the serenity of the night.

“Why aren’t you married?” Laine’s question was whispered, as if she didn’t want to break the beauty of the moment. “I mean, you seem like a decent guy.” She chuckled to show him she was teasing him. “I don’t get it.”

“The same reason you’re still single, I imagine,” Wes told her honestly. “I never found the right woman at the right time. When I was younger, I focused on my career and I thought I’d have lots of time to find someone and start a family. Once I was accepted into the Rangers, I’d been an officer for quite a while, and I guess I’d become cynical. I hadn’t run into many women who I could imagine spending the rest of my life with. They were either eager to sleep with a cop, just to say they did, or they weren’t at a point in their lives that they wanted to settle down.”

Laine murmured in agreement. “That’s it exactly. I was all ready to pop out two-point-five kids when I was in my twenties, but all the men I met weren’t eager to start a family. They wanted to sow their wild oats or some such thing. Then when Mack and I hit our thirties, it was all about our careers and spending time with each other. That sounds bad, but when she moved here leaving me in Houston, I was so lonely without her. We’d become as close as sisters and I was depressed. I’d go straight home from work and spend as much time as possible talking to her on the phone and over the Internet. I finally decided enough was enough and packed up my things and hightailed it down here. Then there was getting used to the new area and trying to get my feet under me and make a name for myself as a realtor here. Not the easiest thing to do, I’ll have you know.”

Wes squeezed her hand in commiseration. “How are you guys now that she has Dax?”

“Actually, good,” Laine told him with no hesitation. “I thought it’d be weird. I mean, she has someone else full time in her life, but she’s never, not once, made me feel like a third wheel. Maybe it’s because we’re older and understand how important friends are. Whatever it is, I’m very grateful.”

“You don’t resent him?”

“Dax? For what? Loving Mackenzie? Wanting the best for her? Saving her life? Hell no. I love that man as if he’s my brother. As far as I’m concerned, I’m writing him into my will.”

Wes chuckled and she continued, “Seriously, I’m too old to be jealous, and he gives me no reason to be. I talk to Mack all the time, almost every night still, we get together for girls’ night out all the time and he has no issue with us having sleepovers.”

They were quiet for a moment, before Wes broke the silence with what had been on his mind all night, certainly since after dinner. “I like you, Laine Parker. I’m not sure why it took so long for us to cross paths, but I swear when I turned around and saw you standing in the doorway to my barn, I wanted to get to know you better. You’re easy to be around, you’re beautiful and funny, and I just plain enjoy being in your company.”

He fell silent, not sure what he was expecting the wonderful woman next to him to say, but he couldn’t have held back the words if his life had depended on it. He was too old to play games.

“I thought it was only me. I mean, we obviously have this crazy chemistry, but I like being around you too . . . and not just because you’re hot.” Laine’s words were soft and filled with awe.

“Nope.”

“Thank God. But you know what this means, don’t you?”

“What, darlin’?”

“I’m going to have to live the rest of my life with Mack gloating and saying she set us up.”

Wes laughed and squeezed Laine’s hand. “I can live with that.”

“Yeah, me too.”

They sat in their chairs, looking up at the stars and talking long into the night. Wes finally knew it was time to take Laine home when she didn’t answer one of his questions and he looked over and she was sound asleep. He sat, watching her sleep for twenty minutes or so, barely able to make out the features of her face in the darkness, but thanking his lucky stars they’d somehow managed to find each other in the million or so people who lived in San Antonio.

Maybe it was luck. Maybe it was fate. Whatever it was, Wes was going to do what he could to see if they could make it work, because Laine was everything he’d looked for all his life.


Chapter Five
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Laine lay in bed and shot off a quick text to Mack. It was late . . . or early, depending on how you looked at it, but she didn’t want her friend to worry about her.

Just got home. A.M.A.Z.I.N.G. We’ll talk later. Love you.

Laine yawned and put the phone on her nightstand. Mack was either asleep or busy gettin’ it on with Dax, and probably wouldn’t respond until the morning. She closed her eyes, exhausted, but running high on adrenaline and hormones at the same time.

The kiss Wes had given her at her door had made her wetter than some foreplay she’d had in the past. She’d left the light on before leaving earlier, but after she’d opened her door, Wes had reached around and turned it off, plunging them back into darkness, with only the light from her kitchen faintly illuminating the area around them.

He’d taken her into his arms and proceeded to make love to her mouth—that was the only way to describe how he’d kissed her. Wes’s hands had roamed into dangerous territory, quickly learning the intricacies of how she was able to wear a bra with that shirt, but her own hands had wandered too, discovering that he was a briefs man instead of boxers.

Wes had been the one to pull away, regretfully. He’d rested his forehead on hers and moved his hands down to her waist, tucking them under the waistband of her jeans. “Lord, darlin’. You are somethin’ else.”

“I take it that’s good?”

“Oh yeah, that’s good. When can I see you again?” he’d asked, impatience clear in his voice.

“Depends.”

“On?”

“On your thoughts on having sex on a second date as opposed to the first.”

Laine laughed out loud, the sound echoing off the empty walls, remembering his response. His hands had tightened at her sides and he’d told her, “Dammit, woman. You’re killin’ me. Tomorrow we have one of those crazy softball games with the firefighters. I’m not on Dax’s team, but the Rangers from Division 10 are as much a bunch of cheaters as Dax’s firefighter friends from Station 7. After the game, I have to head down to Galveston to interview a witness. I’m not going to get back until late. Sunday night, I’m also working.”

Laine had told him that she was extremely busy the next week with house showings and inspections. It seemed like every newlywed in the city wanted her to show them a house in the next seven days.

“Next Saturday,” Wes had told her decisively. “Make it happen. You want me to pick you up, or will you meet me at my ranch?”

“I’ll meet you there. What time?” Laine didn’t even pretend to not want to see him again as much as it seemed he wanted to see her again.

“Whenever the fuck you want.”

Laine had laughed. “Okay, Wes. I’m looking forward to it.”

“It?”

She’d blushed and told him, “Yeah, spending the day with you. What did you think I meant?”

As usual, he didn’t hold back his thoughts or his words. “Spending the day with me. Feeling me deep inside you as you come for me. My tongue on your pussy. My hands all over you.”

“Wes!”

“Laine!”

“Lord have mercy.”

He’d gotten serious. “You’ve unleashed a monster, darlin’, I hope you know that. I can’t wait to see you either. All of you. But yes, I enjoy talking to you and doing nothing with you as well. I do have to get some chores done around the ranch, but maybe you’d be interested in watching and helping with some of them?’

“Of course I would. I’m not just going to sit around while you do all the work.”

“I never thought you would.”

Wes had kissed her again, hard and brief before letting go and stepping back. “Be safe next week. I’ll see you on Saturday.”

Laine stretched in her bed and refused to touch herself. She could feel the anticipation building inside, but wanted to wait. The books and movies always said orgasms could be better when they were a long time in coming. She laughed out loud at that. Jeez, what a bad pun. But whatever, she’d hold off and see if the sex with one Wes King was as good in person as it was in her head. Lord help them both if it was.
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The next day, Laine sat on Mack’s couch, holding a pillow to her chest and trying to explain to Mack exactly how she was feeling about how fast things were moving with her and Wes.

“So there we were, sitting in the dark, looking up at the sky, and all I could think was that I could see myself sitting there forty years in the future, holding his hand and mulling over how great our life had been.”

“And? What’s wrong with that?” Mackenzie asked seriously.

“What’s wrong with it? Mack, I met the man a week ago. That’s what’s wrong with that. How can I feel deep down that this man is meant to be mine when I just met him?”

“Do you love him?”

“No.”

Mack didn’t say anything and the silence stretched on, until Laine felt she had to clarify. “I mean, I don’t really know him well enough to know if I love him or not.”

“You’re not fifteen. Or even twenty-two, Laine.”

“I know.”

“You’ve dated. You’ve been in love before.”

“Yeah.”

“So if you’re imagining yourself being with him when you’re old and gray, I think you owe it to yourself, and to Wes, to take it seriously. No one’s asking you to run off and marry him tomorrow. But don’t sell yourself short. Date him. Sleep with him. See how things go. But whatever you do, don’t end things before they get started because you’re scared you might actually be compatible and could live happily ever after.”

“Why do you have to be so damn smart?”

“Because,” Mack said smugly. “And you know what else?”

“What?”

“Just remember who set you up.”

Laine rolled her eyes and threw the pillow she’d been clutching at Mackenzie. “I knew you were going to go there sooner or later. You didn’t actually set us up. You backed out of your commitment and made me go by myself. If he would’ve been a serial killer, you’d be thinking differently right about now.”

“Yeah, well, he wasn’t and he’s not. And you’re gonna get some fantastic sex next weekend . . . so you should be buying me a present every year on that date for forcing you to go without me.”

Laine laughed. “You know what? You’re right. And I swear, if this ends up good, I’ll send you a dozen roses every year on the anniversary of that damn calendar photo shoot in thanks.”

“Deal.”

The two friends smiled at each other for a beat before Mack leaned over and took Laine in her arms. “I love you. I always wished I had a blood sister, but even if I did, she wouldn’t be as wonderful as you are.”

“Ditto.”

They hugged for a moment before Mackenzie pulled away. “Come on, I’m starved. I think we’ve got some leftovers we can dig into.”

“Sounds good.”

“Laine?”

“Yeah.”

“You had better call me as soon as you come up for air next weekend.”

“I will. You know I will.”


Chapter Six
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“You’re coming over tomorrow still, right?” Wes asked Laine the following Friday toward the end of their nightly phone call. Even though they’d both been extremely busy, they’d found the time to connect via the phone each night. One night they’d only been able to talk for ten minutes, but another they’d carved out a couple of hours.

“Of course. I thought I’d get there around eleven or so. Is that too early?”

“No. That’ll give me enough time to get most of the chores knocked out. I’ll talk to my foreman and make sure he’s got everything under control, although I have no doubt he will. Want to take a ride with me?”

“A ride? On a horse?”

“Yes. On a horse.” Wes laughed.

“Sure, but I should warn you, I’m not that good. I’ve been on a few trail rides and stuff, but I think the last nag I was on was about four hundred years old. The only thing it was interested in was getting back to the barn and eating some hay.”

“I’ll take care of you, Laine. I won’t let you get hurt.”

“Promise?”

“Promise.”

“Okay then. But not a long one . . . okay? I don’t want to be too sore.”

“You got it. I wouldn’t do that to you . . . or us. Just a short ride. I need to check the fence line to see if there’re any holes or if it otherwise needs repairing, so we’ll go nice and easy and take as many breaks as you need. How about we have a picnic lunch while we’re out too?”

“You’re too good to be true.”

“Nah, I just know how hungry I get while I’m riding the fence.”

Laine laughed. “Okay, if you say so.”

“I’m looking forward to spending time with you. And I’m not just talking about in bed.”

“Me too. It’s been a long week.”

“Very long. It’s weird, the things that reminded me of you as I went through my days.”

“Really? Like what?”

“Lots of things. A billboard for a winery. A news article about a meteorite shower coming up next week. I pulled over a woman and she was wearing a purple shirt . . . I even let her off with a warning because what she was wearing reminded me so much of you. Hearing one of my fellow Rangers talk about a rodeo.”

“A rodeo made you think about me?”

“Yeah . . . rodeo . . . cowboys . . . rope . . . made me think about you eyeballin’ me during my photo shoot.”

“Whatever, smarty.”

“I just wanted you to know that as much as I’m looking forward to seeing you naked on my sheets, I’m just as much looking forward to holding your hand, watching you enjoy your lunch, seeing you interact with Star . . . it’s everything. I feel like a little kid who gets to spend all day at the amusement park. I feel like a teenager again, looking forward to a first date. The anticipation is killing me.”

“I hope the reality is as good as your expectations,” Laine said a bit nervously.

“I have absolutely no doubt it will be. So . . . eleven, right?”

“Yeah. That’ll give me time to sleep in, have my three cups of coffee so I can wake up, and to pretty myself up for you.”

“Bring an overnight bag.”

“I’d planned on it,” Laine told Wes without missing a beat.

“Shit. You’re perfect.”

“Not really, but I’ll happily let you think it.”

“Have a good rest of the night. I’ll see you in the morning,” Wes told her in a soft voice.

“You too. Later.”

Laine clicked off the phone and smiled. She’d thought a lot about what Mack had told her the other day. It had been very insightful and deep, and she’d been exactly right. Laine decided that whatever happened tomorrow, she wasn’t going to sweat it. She liked Wes a lot. He was handsome, sexy, and honorable, and she’d be an idiot to blow him off because she was afraid she liked him too much.

Eleven o’clock couldn’t come fast enough.
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It was after dinner on Saturday night and Laine lay in the circle of Wes’s arms on his couch. She should’ve been tired after the long day, but she was wired and more than ready to take her relationship with Wes to the next level.

She’d arrived right at eleven that morning and was met by Wes in front of his house with a toe-curling kiss. He was wearing a tight T-shirt and a pair of jeans with his brown work boots. His ever-present cowboy hat on his head, shading his face from the sun. He’d taken her hand without a word and led her into the barn, where they had a bit more privacy, and proceeded to kiss her to within an inch of her life.

Reluctantly he’d pulled away, and had helped her mount a gentle mare. They’d ridden lazily along the fence line of his large property. Every now and then, he’d stop to make some adjustments to and reinforce parts of the fence. Each time, he’d helped Laine dismount and she’d assisted him where she could.

They’d stopped and had lunch under a few trees on the far north side of the pasture. They’d made out after they’d eaten and Wes had pulled back before they’d gone too far. He’d looked sheepishly at her and said, “I swear I had only planned for us to eat lunch.”

He’d been so earnest, all Laine could do was laugh.

They’d arrived back to the barn and made their way into the house. They’d talked some more, eaten a light dinner, and watched a movie. The show had long since been over, but neither had the desire to get up and put in a new one, so they sat in each other’s arms, enjoying being together.

“Tell me you feel it too,” Wes said during a lull in the conversation.

“What? The anticipation? The electricity? Yeah, I feel it too,” Laine reassured him.

“I keep telling myself that it’s too soon. I haven’t been this interested in a woman in a long time.”

“I know. I feel like I should consider myself a slut for even contemplating going to bed with you tonight, but I don’t. Not in the least. It feels right.” Laine looked up at Wes and put her hand on his face. “Take me to bed?”

“With pleasure,” Wes told her, standing up, grabbing hold of her hand as he did.

Laine stood up with him and followed him into his bedroom.
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Wes felt the adrenaline coursing through his veins. He was more hyped up to see Laine naked for the first time, to feel her skin next to his own, than he was when he tracked down a fugitive. He hadn’t really thought about finding a woman he could spend the rest of his life with . . . figuring no one would really want to hole themselves up on his ranch and all that came with being married to a rancher. He wasn’t ready to pull out a ring and ask Laine to marry him. But he liked her. A lot. He wanted to spend more time with her . . . not to mention, he really, really wanted to get her into his bed.

Reaching behind his neck, Wes pulled his T-shirt off with one quick tug. He smiled as Laine’s eyes widened at the sight of his wide chest. Not feeling self-conscious in the least, Wes undid his jeans and pushed them down his legs until he was standing in his boxer-briefs, which left nothing to the imagination. He was way too excited at this point to hide his erection or even try to control it.

Laine reached for the hem of her own shirt and slowly drew it up and over her head. She bit her lip and paused in her disrobing.

Seeing her discomfort, Wes took over, not wanting to do anything to make her feel ill at ease. He soothed his hands from her shoulders to her wrists and back up. “You’re beautiful, Laine. Never doubt that I find you attractive.” He ran his palms over her breasts, still covered in her lacy bra. “I’ll never forget the sight of you standing in front of me outside my barn, blushing when you realized how hard your nipples were as you’d been gawking at me.”

She smiled up at him at that. “I was so embarrassed to know I was showing you a full nipple hard-on.”

Wes chuckled. “Nipple hard-on?”

Laine nodded. “Yeah, me and Mack came up with that term in the tenth grade. We’d been at a football game and it was raining. We’d forgotten our jackets and were freezing. A freshman cymbal player looked at us and his eyes got huge. We didn’t know what his problem was until we scrutinized each other. We decided our hard nipples were the equivalent to a guy getting a hard-on at an inconvenient time.”

Wes smiled at Laine’s story while he reached around her back, unhooked her bra, easing it down her arms and dropped it on the floor. He lifted her tits in his hands and gently squeezed, not taking his eyes away from her hard little nipples, amazed when they tightened further in front of his eyes.

“This moment will forever be engrained into my head.” He glanced up and looked Laine in the eyes for a moment, before gazing down at his prize again. “My mouth is watering, I want to taste you so badly.” He took a step closer to her so she could feel his erection against her lower stomach. “I feel like I could burst just from looking at you, from smelling your arousal.” When she moaned, he added, “From listening to the sounds you make.”

Wes ran his thumbs over her nipples once . . . then twice, before lowering his hands to her pants. “If I don’t get your pants off, I might just do that.” He deftly undid the button on her jeans and unzipped them, pushing them, along with her panties, down her legs without missing a beat. “Step out, darlin’, then scoot back on the bed.”

Wes took care of his own underwear as Laine moved onto his mattress. He noticed her eyes were taking in his body as much as he was taking in hers. She was all woman. Yes, she was tall and slender, but she had an hourglass shape, which made his hands itch to trace her slight curves, and she had a pair of tits that made him want to bury his head between them.

Laine licked her lips and she took her time taking him in as well. “My God, you are gorgeous, Wes. Seriously. I feel like the band geek who somehow managed to snare the quarterback.”

Wes crawled over to Laine on his hands and knees and his legs almost gave out when she took his cock in her hand and caressed him.

“You wouldn’t have liked me back in high school. I was a self-centered prick who probably wouldn’t have taken a second glance at anyone outside my own circle. I know better now. When I see the sexiest realtor I’ve ever seen in my life, I’m not dumb enough to hesitate to make her mine.”

Wes ran his hand from Laine’s hip up to her chest, taking her breast in his hand again, pushing it up as he came down onto his elbow next to her. He licked the rosy nipple begging for his touch, watching as her pectoral muscle jumped under his ministrations, before stating, “And make no mistake, Laine, after tonight, you’re mine. I’ll never get enough of this body . . . of you.”

Done talking, Wes leaned down to stake his claim once and for all. He engulfed her nipple in his mouth and sucked, hard, loving how her back arched into his touch. One of her hands came up to grab his naked ass, and the other landed on the back of his head and pushed him harder into her.

He took his time worshiping her breasts. First one nipple, then the other. He licked around the turgid bud then kissed along her collarbone. He nipped her earlobe and blew into her ear, loving how she shivered under him and goosebumps rose on her arms.

She tried several times to reciprocate, but Wes hadn’t had nearly enough of her to let her take her turn yet. She apparently got impatient with him taking, but not letting her give anything in return, because she pushed against him hard, and Wes rolled over onto his back.

Laine immediately straddled his stomach and put her hands on his chest. “My turn,” she demanded, waiting for him to argue.

The view Laine was giving him was heavenly and Wes had no desire to deny her. He put both hands on her hipbones, letting his thumbs rest in the creases where her legs met her groin . . . close to her folds, but not touching.

Without taking his eyes away from where she was weeping for him, Wes encouraged, “Knock yourself out. But I’m warning you, darlin’, you’ve only got a couple of minutes before I take over again. I need you too much.”

She didn’t argue, or hesitate. Laine ran her hands down his chest to the hair above his cock, then brought them back up and pinched his nipples. She leaned down, blocking his view of her gorgeous pussy, and sucked one of his small buds into her mouth. The position might have obstructed his view of her, but it also pushed her hips farther down his body. She shifted until she was straddling one of his legs.

Wes swore his vision went black for a moment when she sucked hard on his nipple, snaked one hand down his body until she grasped his hard length, and ground herself against his leg, smearing her wetness on his thigh in the process.

Before he even thought about what he was doing, Wes had pushed Laine over until she was on her back again and he was hovering over her. “Goddamn, darlin’, you make me lose my head. You’re so fucking perfect I can’t . . . shit, I can’t even talk,” he groused as he felt his balls pull up against his body.

“Bad timing, I know, we should’ve already talked about this,” Laine ground out, “but I’m on the pill. I haven’t had sex in a year and a half and I’m clean.”

“Fuck. I have condoms in the drawer. I meant for this to go slower. It’s been fourteen months for me. I’m clean too. Swear.” Wes groaned as Laine arched into him and his cock brushed against the trimmed hair above where he wanted to bury himself. He cleared his throat and rushed his words, wanting to get this part over with so he could experience bliss. “The papers are in a drawer in my kitchen. I’d planned to discuss this with you like a civilized person while we relaxed after dinner.”

“Fuck me, Wes. God, please. I’ve resisted the urge to get off this week because I wanted to wait and see if it made this better. I’m so damn horny I feel like my skin is on fire, and I need to come so bad. Please.”

Before the last word was out of her mouth, Wes took hold of the base of his dick and guided his way inside her hot folds. He slipped in easily, her excitement coating his way. They both groaned at the feel of him coming inside. He caught himself on his hands on the mattress next to her shoulders. He closed his eyes, not moving, wanting to memorize the moment.

“Wes?”

“Shhhhhh.”

“What are you doing?” Laine whispered.

“I’m imprinting this exact moment to memory.” Wes opened his eyes and looked deep into Laine’s. “The first time I am inside you. How perfect it feels. How amazingly, wonderfully perfect this is.”

“Wes . . .” Laine’s voice trailed off as he pulled almost all the way out and pushed his way back inside.

“As much as I want this to last forever, I’m afraid it’s not going to,” Wes warned as he continued to thrust in and out of her.

“It’s okay, we can do it again.”

“There’ll never be another first time,” Wes told her a bit sadly.

Laine brought her hands up to his face and held it lovingly. “But there’ll be a second. And a third. And a fourth. And if we’re lucky, a four thousand one hundred and sixty-eighth. Make me come, Wes. I need you.”

Her words were all it took for him to let go of the iron control he’d been holding onto. He moved one hand down to where they were joined and used his thumb to press against her clit as he thrust harder into her. “I didn’t get the chance to taste you, but I will. That’s on my list . . . and you should know, my list of things I want to do with you is getting longer and longer. But for now I want to feel you come apart under me.” His thumb was relentless, dipping down to where they were joined to gather her juices, and caressing, rubbing, and pressing down on her sensitive bundle of nerves.

Wes felt her clit swell until the tip peeked out from the hood that usually protected it as she writhed under him. Loving that he could turn her on that much, he sped up his efforts until Laine was shaking on the verge of her orgasm.

He thrust inside her and held himself still as he felt Laine’s orgasm explode from the inside out. She gripped his cock so tightly, it was all Wes could do to hold off his own orgasm so he could fully appreciate her ecstasy.

Finally, Laine was only twitching in his grasp instead of out-and-out jerking. He pulled out then slammed back into her. Once. Twice. Then, knowing he was close, bit out, “I’m coming, darlin’. I’m coming.” He thrust into her to the hilt and held her to him as his balls drew up close to his skin and he burst forth harder than he’d ever done before.

He vaguely felt Laine’s hands running up and down his chest as she caressed him through his orgasm. Wes dropped down lightly onto her, pushing her legs open farther, forcing her to wrap them around him. He felt himself growing soft and mourned the end of their first lovemaking session.

“Don’t be sad,” Laine said, somehow reading his mind.

“I’m not sad, exactly.”

“Then what, exactly?” Laine asked with a smile in her voice.

“Uh . . .” Wes couldn’t think. “I guess I am sad. I wanted it to last longer.”

Laine giggled, and they both groaned when her laughter pushed his flaccid length out of her body. Wes immediately rolled so Laine was resting on top of him.

“What are you doing?”

“Well, since we didn’t use a condom, the gallons of jizz that you forced out of my body will, sooner or later, be making its way out of yours. I didn’t think you wanted to sleep in the wet spot . . . so I’m trying to be a gentleman here.”

“Oh, you goof. Let me up. I’ll go take care of things and come back, then neither of us needs to sleep in the gross wet spot.”

“I like you here,” Wes whined.

Laine pushed up to her hands and knees then leaned down and kissed him, pulling away when he tried to deepen it. “I’ll be right back, don’t move.”

Wes watched in the dim light of the room as Laine hopped off the bed and headed for the bathroom. He thought for the hundredth time that night how lucky he was and how pretty Laine was.

She was back within moments and snuggled into his side. Wes drew the sheet up and over them both and closed his eyes in appreciation for his life.


Chapter Seven


[image: ‡]‡

Laine smiled down at the text on her phone the next morning while she sat at the table waiting for Wes to finish making their breakfast. He’d insisted on making them both omelets, and Laine didn’t argue. Why would she? She’d let Wes cook her every meal if he wanted to.

“What are you smiling about over there?” Wes asked as he carried two plates to the table, putting one down in front of her.

Laine turned her phone so Wes could see the text that Mack sent.

On a scale from 1-10?

Wes’s brows furrowed in confusion. “What’s that mean?”

Laine looked down at her phone as she typed out a reply. “She wants to know on a scale of one to ten how the sex was. I told her a seven point five.”

Laine screeched as her phone was grabbed out of her hands. “Hey!”

Wes was looking at the screen. “You did not. A twenty?” He grabbed Laine around the torso and tilted her chair until it was resting on the back two legs.

Laine squealed again, holding on to Wes for all she was worth and laughing at the same time. “Wes! Let me up! Of course it was a twenty! Good Lord, man. You were there. Do you disagree?”

Wes kissed her until she couldn’t breathe and finally brought her upright. “I would’ve told her at least a thirty.”

Laine snatched her phone back up and read Mack’s response.

You’re welcome.

They both laughed. Laine relaxed as they ate their breakfast. She’d been a bit worried that the morning after they’d had such awesome sex would be awkward, but it hadn’t been. Laine had opened her eyes that morning to find Wes up on an elbow, watching her. He’d smoothed a length of her hair behind her ear and smiled down at her.

“Good morning, sleep well?”

“Yeah. You?”

“Best I’ve slept in a long time. You make a good pillow.”

They’d both laughed and Wes had told her to use the master bathroom and he’d use the guest one. Yes, they’d had sex, but it was still a bit weird to do normal morning stuff with him the morning after, and he’d somehow known it. So they’d taken showers in separate bathrooms and met in the kitchen.

“What are your plans for the day?” Wes asked her after they’d finished eating.

“I have a showing this afternoon. You?”

“I’m assisting in an interrogation of a suspect in a robbery, and I’m on call.”

Laine wrinkled her nose.

Wes smiled at her and stood up. He kissed the top of her head and grabbed their dishes. “Such is life for two working adults. But know this, darlin’, I’m going to make every effort to see you every time I can. When I’ve got time off, I want to spend it with you. When you’ve got the time, I’d love to meet you for lunch. As much as possible, I want to spend the night with you. I don’t care if we’re both dead on our feet and all we do is sleep, I like being around you.”

Laine stood up, followed Wes into the kitchen, and watched as he nonchalantly rinsed off the dishes and put them into the dishwasher without having to be prompted. It hit her then. Wes wasn’t a boy. He was a responsible man, who’d lived on his own for a long time. He wouldn’t expect her to cook all the time, or always do their laundry, or clean the dishes . . . he was used to doing those things for himself, just as she was. The perks of dating a man like him occurred to her again. She smiled and came up behind him, wrapping her arms around him and resting her head on his back.

“I’d like that.”

“Like what?”

“All of what you just said. Meeting you for lunch. Sleeping with you. Hanging out with you. Spending time with you when we’re both free . . . and when I’m not busy hanging out with Mack.”

Wes turned in her arms. “I’d never make you choose between me and Mackenzie, Laine. I know how important she is to you.”

“Thanks. I know I told you about our close relationship before, but wanted to make sure you really understood.

“Never be afraid to tell me how you feel. As we’ve said, we’re not sixteen. Communication is the key to having a strong relationship.”

“Agreed. So we’re officially dating?”

“Absolutely.” Wes beamed at her, showing off his perfect smile. “So . . . what time is this showing you have this afternoon?”

Laine grinned back at him mischievously. “What time do you have to go into work?”

“Not for a few hours.”

“Same here.”

Wes started backing her out of the kitchen toward his room. “Looks like we have a few hours on our hands then. Whatever shall we do to pass the time?”

“I might have some ideas,” Laine said, then turned and sprinted down the hallway, laughing as she heard Wes pounding after her.


Chapter Eight
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I can’t wait to see you tonight

Laine’s lips turned upwards in a small smile at the text. Wes never failed to make her feel good. They’d been dating for a little over a month and everything about him made her happy. He was protective, but not stifling. He was responsible and polite, and he made her laugh. Oh, he’d pissed her off too, but because she immediately called him out on his actions, they worked their way through them when they did occur. Just as he did with her when she said or did something that he wasn’t sure about or didn’t like.

Me either. I’m going to check out a property then I’m headed to your place.

Be careful. See you soon.

I will. Later.

Laine turned off her cell to save the battery, which was only at twelve percent. She’d forgotten to bring her charger today and she wanted to make sure she had enough juice for her trip back to his place, just in case. Safety first. Wes had gotten upset with her the other week because he’d tried to call her and couldn’t get through because her phone was dead. She’d tried to tell him how she was simply too busy to remember to keep her charger with her all the time, and he hadn’t listened to her, rightly so. It wasn’t a big deal to carry the stupid thing and she was trying to be better at keeping her phone charged. She didn’t want to worry Wes and she’d be upset if the shoe was on the other foot and she couldn’t get in touch with him if she needed him.

She put her cell back in her purse and climbed out of her car. The ranch took some doing to find, as it was way off the beaten path . . . but it was so worth it. The neglect was obvious, but the property was gorgeous. Laine could see through the neglect to the gem it could be once again. A porch swing was hanging by one chain on the wide screened-in porch on the front of the house. She could hear the banging of a door from somewhere; she assumed it was coming from the large barn off to her right.

The house was one story, a true ranch-style property. There was a large window in the front, which faced west. Laine could almost imagine the beautiful sunsets the previous occupants of the house had enjoyed over the years. The current owner was a ninety-two-year-old woman who’d long since been moved to the city and into a nursing home. She had one daughter who had no desire to live on the ranch. It was kinda sad, as the home had been in the Johnson family’s possession since the 1800s. But since there weren’t any relatives who wanted it, they had put it up for sale.

There had been several additions over the years and it now boasted five bedrooms and four full baths. The paperwork said it was forty-five hundred square feet, but Laine knew that when the guesthouse square footage was added in, it would easily top six thousand in living space.

It had been on the market for a couple of years, and the daughter was desperate to sell it. The woman had contacted her, wanting to switch to a different realty company, to see if that would breathe new life into the listing and hopefully to sell it.

Laine leaned into her car and grabbed her ever-present boots, remembering how she’d worn them the first time she’d been out to Wes’s ranch. The memory made her smile as she tugged off her sandals and put on the socks and boots. She wanted to walk around the entire grounds to get a feel for it personally. She’d found the best way to represent a property someone wanted to sell was to find out all about it . . . pros and cons. If she was upfront with a potential buyer, or another realtor, it went a long way toward fostering trust that she wasn’t trying to gouge someone or pull the wool over their eyes.

Appropriate footwear on, Laine headed out. She knew she probably looked silly, but no one would see her in her skirt, lacy top, and comfortable old boots. She normally wouldn’t wear a skirt while touring a property, but she’d had lunch with new clients earlier, and had wanted to look professional.

She slowly circled the house, looking at the foundation, seeing if she noticed signs of termites or other critters, and even checked the wood in places to see if it had rotted away in the heat of the sun and the harsh Texas weather conditions.

As she rounded the side of the house, pleased so far with what she’d seen, Laine stopped dead in her tracks. Sitting in front of the large porch was the ugliest dog she’d ever seen. No, ugly wasn’t fair . . . pathetic was a better description.

It had been a long time since the dog had seen any kind of gentle care. Her fur was filthy. It looked like some sort of pit bull mix. She was obviously female, as her teats hung low, as if she had puppies somewhere who relied on their mother for nourishment. As Laine took a step toward her, the dog’s tail tucked between her legs and she backed up.

“Oh, you poor thing. I’m not gonna hurt you. Do you have babies somewhere? I don’t blame you for being wary of me. Come here, baby.” Laine knelt down in the dirt and held out her hand, trying to coax the dog to her.

When it was obvious the dog wasn’t going to come near her, Laine said out loud, more to herself than the dog, “You look hungry. I bet I have something in my car that you’d like.”

She stood up and the dog made a break for the barn at her sudden movement, keeping well out of her way.

Laine’s heart broke. She wanted to hold the dog and reassure her that she’d never hurt her, but the dog wasn’t going to let her get anywhere close.

The house forgotten for a moment, Laine opened her passenger-side door to see what she could scrounge up from her purse. Thankful that she always carried some sort of snack, Laine triumphantly pulled out a granola bar. Luckily, it had no chocolate in it, so the dog could safely eat it. It was some sort of protein thing, which tasted like shit, but Laine didn’t think the dog would care. She peeled off the wrapper and dropped it onto her purse to throw away later before she shut the door.

Looking over at the barn, Laine saw the dog peering at her from the broken door. She walked slowly toward the barn, stopping when she was halfway there, figuring any farther would be pushing her luck. She broke the granola bar into pieces and placed them on the ground, knowing the poor dog wouldn’t care about a little dirt on the snack.

“There ya go. See? It’s just food. I’m sure you’re hungry. You look hungry to me. I know it tastes horrible, but you need the fuel. Think of your puppies. They need you to stay healthy, I’m sure.” She stepped back slowly, not taking her eyes off the dog. “Go on, it’s safe. Promise. I’ll stay out of your way while you check it out. It’s all yours, I’m not gonna steal it back before you can get it.”

Pleased when the dog slunk toward the food, Laine kept backing away. She stayed about twenty feet from the dog the entire time and smiled when she sniffed her offering and then wolfed it down, never taking her eyes from Laine.

Feeling as if she’d won a gold medal in the Olympics when the mangy mutt wagged her tail, Laine smiled and took a step toward her.

Startled anew at her movement, the dog whirled and took off around the side of house.

“Darn.” Looking around—for what, Laine had no clue—she shrugged and followed where the dog had gone. There was no one out there. There were a few clumps of trees here and there, but for the most part the land was empty and desolate. There was no way she could just leave the dog and puppies. Even though she hadn’t seen any signs of other dogs or of the puppies, there had to be some around. Most likely in the barn. Laine had no idea how she’d get the frightened animal, or any puppies she might find, in her car, but felt she had to try.

Rounding the back of the house, she saw the dog sitting about a hundred yards into a large pasture. She was sitting on her haunches now, as if she didn’t have a care in the world. Laine ducked under the rail of an old wooden fence and climbed through after the dog. She spoke to her as she walked, keeping her eyes on her, trying to portray friendly vibes.

“It’s okay. I’m not going to hurt you. You look like you need some help. Those mats can’t feel good, right? I can bring you to a lady who can shave those things right off. You’ll feel two hundred times better once they’re gone, promise. And food. Oh, as much as you can eat. Your babies will get the care they need too. You’re probably tired of them nursing, yeah? They’ll get their own food and you can get healthy again. I don’t know what kind of dog you are, but I bet you’re beautiful under all that muck, aren’t you? I might be able to find something else for you—”

Laine’s words were cut off as the ground under her gave way and she screamed, terrified, as she fell. The pain radiating up from her ankles as she landed made her knees immediately buckle, and she fell onto her butt into about half a foot of water. The boards, which had been covering whatever she’d fallen into, bit into her skin and made her groan out in pain as she sat there for a moment trying to process exactly what had just happened.

Laine could feel the darkness creeping in at the sides of her eyes from the pain in her ankles, but she closed her eyes and tried to breathe deeply until the sensation passed. When she thought she was past the danger of fainting, she opened her eyes and looked up, needing to know just what the hell she’d gotten herself into now.

She could see the blue sky and the light fluffy clouds she’d thought so pretty ten minutes ago above her head . . . way above her head. She was probably around twenty feet down, with no way of climbing out. There were no hand holes or steps leading up. She was in some sort of shaft . . . if she had to guess, she thought maybe it was an old well.

It smelled musty, as if it’d been covered up for a long time. Laine sneezed three times in a row as the mold in the air tickled her nose. She put her hand on the side of her tomb to test the strength of the walls surrounding her. The dirt flaked off in her hand. It was more like clay, but Laine could see as the walls went upward, the clay made way to drier dirt. Hell, she was lucky she wasn’t buried alive. She knew as well as anyone how dangerous these old wells were. With the droughts they’d had recently, many wells were drying up and even collapsing because of the lack of water in the soil.

Laine half sighed, half sobbed, not believing how stupid she’d been. All of her attention had been on the dog, and not on where she was walking. Laine knew better. She’d been trained on how to recognize the signs of abandoned wells on properties. Had to sit through an entire class for her realtor’s license, in fact. Laine thought back to what she’d learned in the eight-hour course . . . pipes sticking up, depressions in the earth, windmills, or random pieces of lumber lying around. They were all signs that there might be a well or mine, and to beware.

Knowing she wasn’t going to be able to get out, Laine climbed to her feet carefully, and turned her attention to her immediate surroundings. She was standing in about six inches of black, murky water; luckily it wasn’t more. There were some sort of insects on the surface of the water and Laine couldn’t help but think of snakes and leeches. Figuring she was safe from snakes, thank God, as she didn’t immediately see any, her concern went to the bugs that decided she must’ve been sent by a higher power to feed them. They were on her legs and buzzing around her face. Laine waved a hand in front of her to try to keep them away.

Her ankles hurt. They’d taken the brunt of the landing from her fall. She cautiously moved one; it throbbed, but she didn’t think it was broken. Somehow she must’ve used her hands to slow her fall on her way down. Whatever the reason, she was glad she wasn’t more injured than she was. Laine didn’t dare take her boots off to check her ankles, for fear if they started swelling, she’d never get them back on.

The wooden boards lay around her, mocking her decision to step on them. She shifted and piled them up. When they were stacked, they made somewhat of a seat, which was high enough to be out of the water. It wasn’t comfortable, but at least she wouldn’t have to have her butt in the water all the time. The diameter of the well was probably around three feet, not huge, but she could turn around. When she sat, her knees had a bit of room, but not a lot. There was certainly no way to lie down. Sleeping wouldn’t be something that she’d be doing much of, that was obvious.

Laine shivered. The sunlight wasn’t able to reach the bottom of the hole she was in because of the position of the sun, and she was wet from the water she’d landed in when she fell. As her situation sank in, Laine’s heart sank with it, and she swallowed the bile that crept up her throat.

She was in deep shit. Her phone was sitting in her car . . . off. When she didn’t show up at Wes’s, he’d look for her. He was a Texas Ranger, he would use his connections to try to find her. The first thing he’d do was try to track her phone . . . but she’d turned it off to save the stupid battery.

She hadn’t told anyone where she was going either. She’d never had reason to in the past. Rose, one of her friends at work, knew she had plans to tour a property, but not which one. Same with Wes. She’d texted him that she’d be at his place later, but she hadn’t told one person the address of the ranch. She was a smart, independent woman—who made a dumb mistake not to share the details with anyone as to where she was headed alone. When she made it out, she’d not make that mistake again.

The first tear escaped her eye and Laine tried not to give in to the despair she was feeling. She wiped it away, knowing she was smearing dirt on her face, but not particularly caring at the moment.

Wes would find her. She had to believe that. He always bragged about his success rate with his cases so he wouldn’t give up on her. The only question was—would he find her before she died of dehydration or infection or who the hell knew what else?

Laine looked at the water at her feet, trying to determine if it was drinkable. She shivered; it was gross. There were both dead and live bugs floating on top and it looked absolutely disgusting, but Laine knew she’d be drinking it later if she had to. She’d do whatever it took to give Wes, and even Dax, the time they needed to find her. She had no doubt they’d be looking.

Laine wanted to live. She was too young to die.

Hearing a noise, Laine’s head whipped up to the opening of the hole, high above her . . . and she saw the stray dog. She bit back a hysterical laugh. Of course. Now the dog was curious. Now she came over to see what she was all about.

Resting her head on the dirt wall behind her, not caring in the least about how filthy she was going to be when she was finally hauled out of this tomb in the ground, she refused to think that this would be her final resting place. Laine did what any sane person would do . . . she talked to the dog as if she could understand her.

“Hey there. I’m pretty safe down here now, aren’t I? I can’t hit you, or kick you . . . or any other number of things, can I? Here’s the deal . . . how about you go and get some help. Run to the road, flag down a motorist, preferably a trustworthy one and not a big, scary, hairy guy who would rescue me only to rape and torture me to death. And while I’m asking, make it a cop, would you? You’ve got all sorts to choose from. Let’s see . . . SAPD, maybe a game warden, a sheriff’s deputy, FBI or CIA agent, and I’d even take a medical examiner like Calder. Any of them will do. Oh, I know, you can pick a firefighter. If you can get one from Station 7, that’d be great. I’ve met most of them. Then lead him or her or them back here to this hole in the ground. There’s a big juicy steak in it for you if you do.”

The dog lay next to the hole and rested her head on her paws as she continued to look down into the deep hole. She didn’t make a sound, only watched her with what seemed like curiosity.

The tears began again, and Laine felt her lip quiver as well. She wrapped her arms around her waist and continued to talk out loud. It made her feel better to hear her own voice. Made her feel not so alone. “Where’s Lassie when you need him? I’m scared, dog. I fucked up and I’m scared I’m gonna die down here and no one will ever find my body. I need Wes. I’m usually pretty self-reliant, but I’d give anything to have his strong arms around me, telling me it’ll all be okay.”

The dog didn’t answer; only lay at the mouth of the abandoned well as if trying to understand what the strange human was doing.


Chapter Nine
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Wes paced the floor in agitation. Laine was late. Very late. Like three hours late. It was nine o’clock already and she was supposed to have been at his place at six. He’d texted and called her cell and gotten no answer. The call had gone straight to voice mail, as if her phone was turned off or dead.

They’d had a conversation about keeping her cell charged, so it could be she’d forgotten to charge it again. But he didn’t think so. She’d been very apologetic when he’d explained why he was so upset with her, and seeing him distressed troubled her in return, and she’d sworn she wouldn’t let it go dead again. That had only been a week and a half ago, and Wes didn’t think she’d break that promise so soon after they’d had the discussion.

Wes had called Dax to see if Mackenzie had heard from her best friend. She hadn’t. Dax and Mack had even driven over to Laine’s house to see if she was there, and Mack had used her key to go inside to make sure she wasn’t injured and not able to get to the door . . . but neither she nor her car were there and it didn’t look like she’d been home that night after work.

The last thing Laine had told him via text was that she was going to check out a property.

All sorts of horrible scenarios ran through Wes’s head. He couldn’t turn off his Ranger brain, thinking about all of the scary things that could’ve happened to her. Someone could’ve followed her and accosted her while she was isolated. She could’ve gotten in a car accident. She could be lost, although that was unlikely since she had a map app on her phone.

She could simply be doing some errands and running late. But in the past, when she’d been running late, she’d called or texted him. He didn’t want to embarrass her if nothing was wrong, but he was worried.

Deciding he’d waited long enough, Wes decided it was time to call in the cavalry.

Wes didn’t have a close contact with anyone in the SAPD, so he called their general line. His position as a Texas Ranger went a long way toward getting him immediate attention and accelerating the investigation. Typically, people had to be missing for at least twenty-four hours before a report could be taken and the wheels of an investigation started, but thankfully in this case, things were moving quickly.

When Dax had heard about Wes’s concerns, he’d called his friend, Cruz, in the FBI, as well as another friend, Lieutenant Quint Axton, who Wes didn’t know, in the SAPD. It was all very confusing and Wes wasn’t even sure how Dax was connected to everyone, but when Hayden Yates, from the Sheriff’s Department, had called and said that Fire Station 7 had their paramedics on standby, just in case, and to let her know if she could do anything, he gave up trying to figure it out, relieved that at least things were happening quickly.

He’d seen his brothers and sisters in blue . . . and red . . . in action in the past, rallying around their own when they were in trouble, but he’d never had to rely on them for his own personal use before. But Wes knew he needed every single eye, every single brain, to figure out where Laine was. He was well aware that the first twenty-four hours of any missing persons case was critical. If Laine had been kidnapped, it was likely the person would either kill her outright, or would keep her to . . . do whatever . . . to her for at least a few hours. It was that “whatever” that Wes didn’t want to think about.

He and Laine had been dating, and even though he saw the bad things that could happen to people, and even the awful things that humans could do to each other, through the course of his job, he still hadn’t really thought anything would happen to either of them. They’d been enjoying getting to know each other, in and out of the bedroom. She was quickly becoming one of his best friends, which felt right. Wes never thought he’d lose her, not so soon after he’d found her, or that there might be a chance she’d disappear from his life in such a mysterious way.

He had a new respect and empathy for the families of missing persons he’d spoken to in the past. He’d felt bad for them, but hadn’t really understood what they were going through . . . until now.

As Wes stood in his house, clutching his phone, willing Laine to call him and tell him with that nervous laugh she had that it was all a misunderstanding, it hit him.

He loved her.

He was devastated just thinking about never seeing her again. If she really was gone, he suddenly realized he would’ve lost one of the best things that had ever happened to him. He might’ve been telling himself they were just dating, but it was suddenly very obvious that wasn’t the case.

He hadn’t told her, they hadn’t spoken of love to each other, but it was there nonetheless. Wes figured he’d loved her from the first time he saw her standing in his barn. From her nipple hard-ons, as she called them, to the blush on her face when she realized she’d been staring at him, he loved everything about her. She was his soul mate—and he didn’t even want to think about how he might not get the chance to tell her.

As the night wore on, and his adrenaline spiked each time the phone rang, then plummeted when he realized it wasn’t Laine on the other end, Wes’s determination hardened. She was out there . . . somewhere. He’d spent his entire life investigating crimes and murders and missing persons. He was going to have to use every ounce of what he’d learned over the years in law enforcement to track her down. Somehow he knew Laine was waiting for him, counting on him to do his job and find her.

It was almost as if he could hear her words in his ear . . . whispering over and over, “Find me, Wes. I’m waiting for you to figure out what happened and come get me.”
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Laine shivered in the narrow space, but kept her chin tilted up so she could see the sky. Seeing proof she wasn’t buried alive kept the claustrophobia she was feeling at bay . . . for now. The night was clear and the stars out here in the middle of nowhere were shining just as bright as they were on her first date with Wes. Looking up at the same stars she’d gazed at with Wes made her feel closer to him. Was he out there right this second, looking up at the sky and thinking about her? If so, they were seeing the same stars . . . somehow that felt significant to her.

“I wonder if there are aliens out there, dog,” she croaked out in a hoarse voice. She’d been talking to the dog for hours; it made her feel not quite so alone. “Maybe ET is out there now, lying on his back looking up at his purple sky and three moons and wondering what happened to his little friend he left behind on Earth.”

The dog had been gone a while, but Laine kept speaking to her, nevertheless. She knew the mutt was probably gone for good . . . off to take care of her puppies, or to find something to eat. She certainly had no reason to continue to hang out at the top of a hole and stare down at her. She really wasn’t that exciting.

Laine shuddered again and wrapped her arms around her waist even tighter. She’d tried to prop her heels up on the boards by her butt and pull her skirt over her bare legs to keep warm, but it didn’t work. The boards were too short and her ankles throbbed when she kept them in that position too long. She was covered in bug bites, the mosquitos having a field day with her fresh blood. Laine had resorted to using the water to wet the dirt on the walls to smear all over her arms and legs. It was drying now, and she felt like an experiment at the spa gone wrong.

Thinking back to the missing dog, Laine knew that even though it was Texas, it was chilly in the fall at night, and the dog was probably curled around her babies, snug and warm, the strange human a long-forgotten memory.

“Maybe if I send up a quick prayer, a cyborg or alien will hear it in passing and send down a search team. They’ll find me in this hole and beam me up, like on Star Trek. They’ll fix up my ankles, and put me in that beautiful blue dress that Cinderella wore in the latest version of the movie. I’ll twirl around and around and when I stop, Wes will be there in his Ranger uniform. He’ll tip his Stetson to me and we’ll dance off into the sunset.”

When she stopped talking, Laine couldn’t hear a thing other than the crickets and their incessant chirping. “Oh my God,” she exclaimed to the night. “I really have turned into Mackenzie. Seriously, this is too much. I’ve made fun of her my entire life for babbling on and on, but look at me. I’m doing the same damn thing.”

Laine closed her eyes and her chin fell to her chest in despair. Her words came out as a whisper this time, “I need you, Wes. Please, don’t stop looking for me. I’m here. I’m right here.”
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At seven o’clock the next morning, Wes met Rose, a realtor who worked with Laine, at their office. She showed him Laine’s cubicle, and he got to work going through her files. He wasn’t a computer geek, so he was out of luck on searching her computer, not able to even log in because he didn’t know her password, but lucky for him, Laine was old school. She had a calendar sitting on her desk with doodles and appointments all over it. He found a drawer full of papers about various listings and notes on houses in the area.

It took him three hours to go through it all, but just when he was about to give up, he thought he just might have found a clue. On yesterday’s date, she’d written, “Johnson.” It was, unfortunately, a common name, but she’d also scribbled “Morningside.”

Doing a quick Google search on his phone, Wes found that there was a Morningside Long-Term Care Facility in the city. The two weren’t necessarily connected, but it was more than he had before he’d been to her office. He quickly dialed the number on their website.

“Good morning, Morningside Long-Term Care, where we care for your loved one as much as you do. How can I help you?”

“My name is Westin King. I’m a Texas Ranger investigating a missing persons case.”

“Oh, how can I help you?” the lady on the other end of the line repeated, sounding more concerned rather than falsely chipper, as she had when she’d answered.

“Do you have any patients with the last name of Johnson?” As soon as he asked the question, he knew he was being too vague.

“Yes. But none of them are missing.”

“Let me be more specific. The woman who has disappeared is a relator. The last time anyone heard from her, she was going to look at a property. We don’t know where the property is, or even whose it was. The only clue we have is the last name of Johnson written on her calendar yesterday, with Morningside written on the same date. I was hoping you might know of anyone who might be in your facility who’s putting their house up for sale? Or maybe their relatives are?” Wes knew he sounded desperate, but he couldn’t help it.

“I’m really sorry, I’m just the front desk person. I have a list of our patients, but I’m not close enough to them to know about their personal lives.”

Wes gritted his teeth, knowing every second that went by was a second that Laine needed him, and he wasn’t there for her. “Can you please ask around and call me back as soon as you can? The woman who’s missing is my girlfriend. This is personal for me. Please. Anything you might be able to find out could mean the difference between life and death for her.”

The sympathy Wes heard in the woman’s voice, even over the phone, was palpable. “Of course. We can’t tell you any medical information or anything, but I’ll check the patient list and see if I can talk to the nurses who work with anyone with the last name of Johnson. Maybe they’ll know more.”

“Thank you.” Wes gave the woman his number and clicked off the phone and tried to think. He’d asked Dax’s friend in the FBI, Cruz, to use his connections to trace Laine’s cell phone, but that hadn’t exactly been the homerun they’d needed. The phone was now either turned off, dead, or destroyed. They had no way to tell, but the bottom line was that it wasn’t transmitting a signal, so it couldn’t be traced.

Cruz’s FBI tech contact had been able to tell him that it had last pinged at a tower south of the city, but the area was very rural, and there was no guarantee she was anywhere near there now. Wes wanted more information before he organized a huge search party of the area, which might end up being a waste of time. He needed to narrow it down, or at least have more concrete evidence on where she might be first.

His phone rang and Wes put it up to his ear after clicking the green talk button. “King here.”

“Have you found her?” Mack’s frantic voice echoed though his brain.

“No.”

“Where could she be? Daxton and I drove around a bit last night looking for her, with no luck. Cruz and Mickie got together with Calder and Hayden and searched around her house. No one they talked to had seen her. Even the guys who weren’t on duty at the fire station were out looking. Where’s her car? If we find her car, I bet we’ll find her. She has to be somewhere, Wes! Dammit! Where is she?”

Wes didn’t get upset at Mackenzie. He’d been around her enough in the last month or so to know how she was. She wasn’t accusing him and was obviously just as worried as he was about Laine. “I don’t know. But I’m following up on a lead. I’m going to find her. There’s no way I’ve gone forty-two years before finding my soul mate to lose her now.”

When Mack didn’t say anything, Wes said, “Mackenzie?”

Then he heard her sob. Shit. Dax’s voice came over the line.

“What? Did you find her? Is she hurt?”

“I haven’t found her, Dax.”

“Then why is Mack crying?”

“Because I basically told her how much I love her friend. Because she’s emotional. Because she wants to find her friend as much as I do.” His voice dropped in anguish. “Because I have no fucking idea where Laine is and it’s tearing me apart.”

“Dammit, Wes. This doesn’t make sense. Any leads on the BOLO?”

Wes appreciated his friend not commenting on his break in professionalism, instead focusing on the “Be On The Lookout” Wes had put on Laine’s car. He cleared his throat, got himself under control and answered. “No. Nothing. But that’s not too surprising. If it’s parked amongst other cars or otherwise doesn’t stick out, it could take days or weeks to find.”

They both knew her car could be anywhere. It could be at the bottom of a pond or lake . . . with Laine still inside. If she’d crashed, it could be years before anyone found it, or her. Or the car, and Laine, could be in Mexico . . . or another state. There were so many scary scenarios, it hurt Wes’s heart to even think about what may have happened to her.

“I called in a favor from a friend of a friend of a friend,” Dax told Wes in a serious voice. “Moose is a firefighter from Station 7 that I’ve worked with in the past. As you know, we’ve played Station 7 in those charity softball games for several years now. Anyway, one of his crew is the Army Princess—”

“The soldier who was rescued from the Middle East? The one held by ISIS?” Wes interrupted in surprise. He’d met the firefighters, but wasn’t close with them. But now that he thought about it, Penelope, the female firefighter, did look familiar. He vaguely remembered all the press coverage on her when she’d been held as a prisoner over in Turkey.

“Yes, that’s her. Anyway, somehow in all that went down with her, she met this man who’s a former SEAL and some sort of techy geek. Penelope heard from Moose that Laine was missing, and she knows she’s Mack’s best friend, and since Mack is my girlfriend . . . shit, it’s all so convoluted, but anyway, the bottom line is that this guy did some searching to try to help . . . and he came up blank.”

“What?” Wes asked in surprise, sure Dax had been about to tell him that this mysterious hacker had found Laine.

“Yeah, I think it stunned him as much as it did us. He told us the same thing Cruz’s guy did about the phone. He knows it pinged on that rural tower, but that doesn’t give us enough information to organize a search party or head down there to start looking in any constructive way. He couldn’t find any local surveillance cameras with her car or license on it. He’s been up most of the night searching databases, with no luck. He says that he could probably find her if he had more time and information, but we’re running low on both at the moment. I’m kinda at a loss.”

Wes knew the connection between Laine and this mysterious guy was tenuous at best, but he wouldn’t look a gift horse in the mouth. “Ask him to look into a property owned by someone with the last name of Johnson in that area. Also, Morningside. Both names were written on yesterday’s date on the calendar at Laine’s desk. I’ve searched through all of the MLS listings in her files, without success. I’m waiting on a call back from someone at a long-term care facility named Morningside, here in San Antonio, but I have no idea when they’ll get back to me, or if anyone will have anything that will be useful enough to find Laine. We know she was looking at a property, but not where or whose. I’m hoping this mysterious property owned by someone with the last name of Johnson was where she disappeared. If not . . . I have no idea where to go next.”

“Will do. Let me see if I can get Moose to ask Penelope to contact him again. Jesus . . . this feels like the telephone game,” Dax said in disgust.

“Give him my number. He can call me direct,” Wes demanded, thinking much like Dax, that they needed to cut out the middlemen.

“I will. Don’t give up, Wes. Remember, we found Mack when all the odds were against it. Laine comes from the same stock as Mack. She’s tough and I know we’ll find her.”

“I know. Thanks, Dax. I appreciate it.”

“Anytime. Not only because you’re my friend, but because if anything happens to Laine, it’ll devastate Mack.”

“She still there?”

“No, I sent her to the other room to lie down. She didn’t sleep at all last night and she’s stressed out to her breaking point.”

“Take care of her. I’ve come to like that woman of yours.”

“I will. Call me the second you have a lead. I’ve got a whole team of people ready to move at a moment’s notice. Firefighters, cops, paramedics . . . you name it.”

Not for the first time, Wes thanked his lucky stars he was where he was and he’d made the type of friends he had. It was as if Fate had made him wait as long as she did to find the woman meant for him, until he had exactly the right combination of friends around him. If anyone could find and save Laine, it was the army of law enforcement and firefighter friends who were on his side. “I will. Thank you. Seriously, you have no idea how much that means to me. I’ll be in touch.”

“It’s what Rangers do. And friends, Wes. Later.”

“Later.”

Wes was striding toward the front of the building before he’d finished speaking. He couldn’t just sit around and wait for a phone call. He didn’t know what he needed to do, but waiting idly was at the bottom of the list.


Chapter Ten
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The dog was back. Laine looked up and saw her muzzle peeking over the edge of the hole, way above her head. “Hey, dog. You come back to laugh at me some more?” Sometime in the last two days, Laine decided that was really what the dog was doing. She was obviously wary of people and was probably thinking karma was getting back at the human race.

The first night hadn’t been so bad . . . she’d been sure Wes, or Dax, or someone would realize she was missing and track her down, and she’d be sitting at Wes’s house eating breakfast within hours. But as the second day came and went, she understood the trouble she was in.

Laine was thirsty. She couldn’t remember exactly how long it was before someone died from a lack of water, but she thought she could probably hold out a few more days. The fact that she was thinking about how many days she might have to live was absolutely terrifying.

She’d stopped sweating the day before and she was dizzy most of the time now. Her mouth felt as though she’d been sucking on cotton balls, but it was the confusion that scared her most of all. Laine had woken up a while ago and had no idea where she was. She’d stood up and tried to take a step and ran her face into the dirt wall. She’d fallen on her butt on the boards and it’d taken her too many minutes to work through in her mind where she was and how she’d gotten there. She was terrified that her body was shutting down on her.

Her voice was still scratchy, but along with the chills, hunger, thirst, and all of her aches and pains, Laine could add shaking to her list of things that were just not going her way.

“You run off to get help yet?” she asked the dog, still staring down at her. “’Cos I could really use some here.” Laine stood for a moment, and wished with all her heart she could lay down. The first night had been long, cold, and uncomfortable, but the second had been absolute misery. Her legs were cramping and her back was killing her from not being able to stretch it out properly. The bruises from her initial decent into hell were starting to make themselves known as well. She’d slept in spurts, sitting up. Her neck hurt, but not as much as her ankles. She’d started trying to stand for periods of time, ignoring the shooting pains in her legs. If she got a blood clot from sitting for too long, she’d die of that as easily as anything else.

Once, when she was completely miserable, she’d given climbing the walls of the abandoned well the ol’ college try, and failed miserably. All she’d done was make her ankles ache more, and rip a large chunk of dirt from the wall of the shaft, further contaminating the murky water at her feet. She had to look like the monster from the black lagoon by now. Covered in dried mud from her attempts at using it for a bug repellant, and the additional dirt and mud that she’d gotten on her over the last forty hours or so.

The water had finally begun to seep through the weathered leather of her boots and Laine could feel her toes squishing in her socks. And she was thirsty. So damn thirsty. Now that the sun had come up again, the temperature had risen in her hole. It wasn’t as bad as it could’ve been if she’d been in direct sunlight, or if it’d been the middle of summer, but the gnats and other insects had taken up residence with her again and were driving her crazy, along with all her other maladies.

The dog panted as she whined above her. “Now I know how you felt when I got here, girl. I hope that granola bar was good. I’d kill for one, although it’d make me even thirstier than I am now, which would totally suck. You see anyone up there? Anyone at all? Maybe someone will come look at this stupid house. It is on the market, after all. I know, I know,” Laine continued the one-sided conversation, not expecting the dog to suddenly talk back, “it’s been on the market for two years and hasn’t had one contract on it . . . but you never know. Maybe today’s the day. Maybe today, someone will decide they want to live on a real live ranch and take a tour.”

Laine eased herself back to her makeshift seat on the rotten boards and fell silent. She was cried out, and didn’t have any tears anymore anyway. She closed her eyes, feeling tired. So tired. She’d just close her eyes for a moment; she’d be okay, she was just resting her eyeballs.

As she fell into a fitful sleep, she didn’t even notice the gnats settling on her face, or that the dog stayed by the hole high above her head, as if watching over her.
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Wes tried to look around Laine’s house with the eye of a detective, rather than the man who recently had an epiphany that he loved her. The first night had been bad, but he’d still held out hope that she was hunkered down somewhere and not really missing, but now that a second night had come and gone with no word from or about her, the feeling in his gut that she would die if he didn’t locate her was eating away at him.

Dax’s mysterious techie friend hadn’t called him back yet, neither had anyone from Morningside, and he’d taken to driving the streets of San Antonio, trying to see if he could find Laine’s car. In a last-ditch effort, he’d gone to visit Dax and Mack and had gotten the key to her apartment from Mackenzie, wanting to see for himself that she hadn’t come home and packed to go on a spur-of-the-moment trip or something.

Not being able to find her, and not having any information coming in, was killing him. He should’ve found her by now. He felt like he was on the cusp of having all the information they needed, but hadn’t been able to put the pieces together. It was incredibly frustrating.

Everything at Laine’s house looked in place, exactly as it’d been the last time he’d seen Laine. Nothing was knocked over, as if she’d been in a tussle with someone. Her boots and sandals were missing, which wasn’t unusual, she usually had the boots in her car in case she needed to walk around a muddy or dangerous property. There wasn’t any food left out on the counter. It was exactly as if she’d gotten ready for a day of work with every intention of returning. Dammit.

His phone rang, and Wes answered immediately with a terse, “King.”

“My name is Tex, and I’m the friend of a friend of a friend who’s been looking into your missing girlfriend.” The man on the other end of the phone didn’t bother beating around the bush.

Wes didn’t care about introductions at this point, he was just glad to finally be hearing from Dax’s friend. “Do you have anything?”

“Yes. I’m pretty sure I do. You were right on, and I don’t think I would’ve found what I did without your help. I searched the MLS database for a property for sale by someone with the last name of Johnson. There were four hundred and thirty-two in and around San Antonio.”

Wes’s stomach dropped, but he didn’t get a chance to say anything as Tex continued.

“But there’s only one that’s connected to Morningside Long-Term Care Facility and is south of the city. Ethel Johnson, age ninety-two. She’s been there for four years. She has one daughter, who lives up in Austin. The ranch went on the market two years ago and the price has dropped three times. They own it outright, so there’s no mortgage. I took the liberty of hacking into one of the government’s satellites and checking it out with the best cameras available. Not that crap that Google uses. According to the DMV, Laine owns a 2012 Toyota Avalon. It’s hard to be one hundred percent sure, but it looks like there’s an Avalon sitting in front of the house at the property in question.”

Wes didn’t give a shit at the moment how many laws the man on the other end of the phone had just broken, or about the fact that he’d admitted as much to a law enforcement officer. All he cared about was Laine, and it looked like he was finally getting a viable lead. Sometimes it worked that way in his job. He’d work for days with nothing, and the most inconsequential thing could lead to solving the case.

“What’s the address?” Wes’s heart rate increased. He’d known it.

Tex gave it to him then warned, “I’ve already told Penelope, who’s most likely informed the rest of her crew and Mackenzie by now. I’m sure she’s told Daxton, so if you’re heading out there, be ready for the cavalry to be at your heels.”

“If she’s there, I’m forever in your debt.”

“No, you aren’t. You’d do the same if it was my wife. And you have, not with me or mine, but with many, many other people. I’ve looked into your record. You’re a hell of a Ranger. It’s my honor to help you. Let me know if you ever need any other help. I’ve got your back, King. Good luck and godspeed.”

Wes didn’t bother saying goodbye, as the other man had already hung up. He closed and locked Laine’s apartment door behind him and climbed into his vehicle, taking the extra seconds to put the address Tex had given him into his GPS. It sucked to take the time, but it would be even worse to be lost on the back roads of southern Texas, knowing he was close to Laine, but not getting there in time because he’d been a dumbass.

As he raced to the deserted ranch, his phone rang once again. Expecting it to be Dax or one of his other fellow Rangers, Wes answered brusquely, “Yeah?”

“Is this Texas Ranger Wes King?” The voice was hesitant after hearing the sharp way he’d answered.

“Sorry, yes, this is he. Can I help you?”

“My name is Mary. I work at Morningside. Our receptionist said you were interested in one of our patients with the last name of Johnson that was maybe selling a house?”

Wes was pretty sure he had the information he needed already, but he didn’t tell Mary that. “Yes, do you know of anyone like that?”

“Yes. Ethel Johnson is in her nineties and the sweetest woman I know. I’ve spent many a night sitting up with her listening to the stories of her life in that house. Her husband died twenty years ago and she’s been lonely ever since. Her daughter tried to help as much as she could, but since she lives in Austin, she couldn’t be around all the time. A few years ago, Ethel fell and couldn’t get up. Her daughter decided she needed to be in an assisted-living facility, and she’s been here ever since.”

“Can you tell me the address?”

“No, I’m sorry. I would if I could, but I don’t know it. But I do know it was south of the city. Ethel sometimes talks about how she and her husband used to sit on the roof and gaze northward at the city lights.”

Tex had been right. He was on the right track. The address he was racing toward was south of San Antonio. Wes was relieved, but not a hundred percent. He might have the address of the property Laine was going to look at, but that didn’t mean she was there. But at least it was a place to start. “Thank you, Mary, I appreciate you calling me back.”

“Do you think the missing woman might be out there?”

“I don’t know, but I’m praying she is.”

“Good luck. I hope she’s okay.”

“Me too. Please tell Ethel she’ll have a visitor soon. I’d like to come and thank her myself once I find my girlfriend.”

“Oh, she’ll like that. Will you wear your uniform? She has a thing for cowboy hats, and the cowboys who wear them.”

“I will. Thanks again.”

“Bye, Ranger.”

Wes clicked off the Bluetooth on his phone and gripped the steering wheel hard as he raced south. “Hold on, Laine, I’m coming for you.” His words were whispered, but he hoped with all his heart that the man upstairs was listening and would keep the woman he loved safe until he could get there.


Chapter Eleven
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Wes drove down the rutted and badly in-need-of-repair dirt and gravel driveway at a speed much too fast than was safe, but he didn’t care. Turning one last corner, he saw a house—but more importantly, Laine’s car.

Daxton was already there, leaning into the driver’s side.

Not bothering to pull the keys out of the ignition, Wes slammed his car into park and jumped out.

“What do you have?” he growled out at his friend in agitation.

“Nothing. Her keys aren’t here. But her purse is. Her phone is in it.”

Wes walked around to the other side of the Avalon and opened the door. Her purse was sitting on the passenger seat, with a granola bar wrapper and her phone resting on top, as if she’d thrown both there without much worry. It didn’t look like anything was out of the ordinary with the car. The seat looked to be in the right position for her five-nine height. There was no blood or anything else that would be evidence of a struggle.

Using his shirt to pick up her phone, trying to preserve evidence if it was needed later, Wes turned it on. The charge was at twelve percent. “It’s almost dead. I bet she turned it off to try to conserve it. We had a conversation about it and she was probably trying to make sure it didn’t die altogether.”

Dax nodded in agreement. “Her sandals are on the floorboard near the pedals. She took the time to change into her boots. It doesn’t look like she was in distress, at least when she left her car.”

They both looked around the car and could see Laine’s footprints all over the dusty ground. They led toward the house as well as partway to the barn. They weren’t spaced far enough apart for her to be running. She was just walking around. They didn’t immediately see any other footprints indicating another person had been there and had possibly snatched Laine, but somehow it didn’t make Wes feel better. She was still missing.

He looked around at the desolate property and the hair on his arms stood up. Laine was close. He could feel it.

Before they could split up to begin searching for her, a line of cars made their way up the long driveway. All of Dax’s friends piled out. Quint, Hayden, Cruz, Calder, TJ, and even Conor, came up to them.

An ambulance bounced along the driveway next, as well as a brush truck from Station 7. A short woman who Wes now recognized as the infamous Penelope Turner, the Army Princess herself, popped out, along with five other firemen. Even though he’d met them in passing before, they were quickly re-introduced as Moose, Sledge, Chief, Squirrel, and Driftwood.

“Taco and Crash had to stay back in case we got any calls, and they’re pissed. But they said if we needed anything, to call it in and they’d send anyone and everyone they could,” the tall firefighter named Moose explained to the group.

Wes wasn’t sure who Taco and Crash were, but he didn’t care. He was feeling extremely emotional at the moment, thankful for the support of so many wonderful men and women.

He swallowed the knot in his throat and quickly organized a search. “Okay, everyone pair up. A firefighter with a cop. Don’t be a hero. If you find her, call out, but be careful. We have no idea what the structural integrities of the buildings are. There might be a bad guy hiding out. The last thing we want is a shoot-out or a hostage situation. Be smart, stay alert. If you find anything, don’t touch it. If there are fingerprints, we need to preserve them. Look down, you can see her footprints. She’s wearing boots. Don’t mess them up, if you can help it. They could help later. If you find, Laine,” Wes’s voice cracked, but he choked it down and continued with determination, “call out or whistle so the rest of us can get there to help. Any questions?”

When no one said a word, they all spread out, watching where they were walking, trying not to obliterate Laine’s footsteps as they went.

Dax stayed with Wes as the other pairs headed out. Some went toward the barn, others toward the house. Squirrel and Calder headed up the driveway, looking for clues, and TJ and Driftwood walked around the back of the barn.

Neither Wes nor Dax said a word as they started around the house, following Laine’s footprints. Noticing as she stopped here and there to look at the foundation or a gutter that was barely hanging on to the side of the house. They got all the way back around the house and hadn’t found any sign of Laine.

Wes stopped and turned in a circle, looking for . . . something. He wasn’t sure what, but his gut was screaming at him that they were missing something vital.

“What is it?” Dax asked, standing patiently by his side.

“I don’t know. I’m trying to see this place through her eyes.” They heard the other pairs of first responders talking to each other as they searched the house. Dax looked over to the barn and saw Quint and Moose coming out. Each was holding two puppies in their arms.

That was it. What was niggling at him finally clicked in his brain. He immediately went around to the back of the house again, knowing Dax followed him. Wes’s eyes moved to the large pasture at the back side of the property. He’d glanced at it as they’d rounded the house the first time, but hadn’t bothered to pay much attention, more concerned about watching Laine’s footprints in the dirt.

He saw what had caught his attention, but hadn’t really registered as anything important at the time. A dog.

The dog was sitting in the middle of the field, motionless. It was odd behavior for any dog . . . friendly or not. She should be either running toward them, if she was friendly, or away from them if she wasn’t. And the fact that there were puppies in the barn meant that the dog should be trying to protect them. But she wasn’t doing any of that. She was simply sitting on her haunches, head tilted, watching them.

He never would’ve looked twice in the large field if it wasn’t for that dog. Nothing seemed out of place. It was simply a large, flat, open space, full of weeds.

Wes started for the wooden fence, not taking his eyes off the stray that seemed to be watching him with just as much intensity. He heard Dax following him and whistling for Squirrel and the other paramedics to be on standby.

The dog fidgeted a bit as Wes came closer, but didn’t bolt. She was a mangy thing . . . had obviously been on her own out at the property for quite a while. She looked skinny, and had scars on her muzzle, as if she’d been in too many fights with other animals to count, but her teats were full of milk and almost dragging the ground, even as she sat still, observing him. Her fur was almost black with dirt. The dog looked extremely pathetic. But Wes didn’t care about any of that.

It was the hole the dog was sitting in front of that concerned him the most. He didn’t see it until he was almost on top of it.

“Easy. We’re not gonna hurt you. Is Laine there? Is that why you’re here? You guarding her? You’re a good dog. Take it easy.”

The dog half whined and half growled low in her throat and backed up as Wes continued his slow, cautious approach. “Keep the others back,” Wes warned Dax as he heard the group gathering behind him.

He spoke in a calming voice as he eased to his knees about five feet from the dog . . . and the hole behind her. “She’s down there, isn’t she? Thank you for watching over her, for staying with her. I bet she was scared, wasn’t she? I swear to God, you and your pups have a home for life with me if she’s down there. I’ll feed you steak every night if you want . . . although just a warning, that might make you get fat.”

The dog cocked its head at Wes and her ears perked forward, as if she understood his words.

“Please don’t run away, but can I see? Will you let me come closer so I can see if Laine’s okay?”

Amazingly, the dog backed up and went to the other side of the jagged hole in the ground. She lay down with her muzzle resting on her paws, never taking her eyes off Wes.

“Thank you,” he told the dog earnestly, putting his Stetson to the side and laying on his belly. Wes crept forward, using his elbows and knees to propel him, not knowing how stable the hole in the ground was. Old wells and mines were notorious for caving in if caution wasn’t taken. The ground around it seemed solid, but knowing he was most likely this close to Laine made him not want to take any chances.

Wes eased toward the hole, not daring to breathe as he finally got close enough to look down. He couldn’t see all the way to the bottom of the cavernous hole. “Give me a flashlight,” he ordered, holding his hand back toward the others. Someone, Wes had no idea who, put a light in his palm and he brought it up and clicked it on.

Shining it down into the dark hole, Wes felt the bile crawl up his throat.

He’d found Laine, but he couldn’t tell if he was too late or not.


Chapter Twelve
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Laine’s head was lying at an awkward angle and Wes could only see the top of it. She was covered in dirt and mud so he couldn’t tell if she was bleeding from anywhere. Her legs were splayed apart, her skirt sitting at the tops of her knees. Her frilly blouse was ripped on one shoulder and her arms were hanging limply at her sides. The water in the bottom of the hole reflected back up at him from the light he shone downward. Most importantly and disconcerting, however, was that she wasn’t moving.

“Laine? Can you hear me, darlin’?”

“Is she there? How far down is she?”

Wes thought it was Conor who asked.

Without moving from the side of the hole, Wes twisted his head and answered, “Yeah. She’s here. I’m not sure, but I think she’s about twenty feet down or so. She’s hurt, though. I can’t tell how badly and she’s not answering me.” He turned back, heartsick.

“Laine, I’m here. I’m gonna get you out of there. You hear me? Just hang on, I’m coming for you.” With one last look at the woman who held his heart in her hand, he scooted back, needing to make a plan.

Wes saw four of the firefighters running toward the house and their truck, hopefully going to get supplies to get Laine out of the hole. Thank God they’d brought their truck. They’d have extraction equipment appropriate for this sort of rescue.

“What did you see?” Conor asked urgently.

“She’s sitting at the bottom; again, I think it’s about twenty to twenty-five feet down. There’s water at the bottom, it reflected off my light, but I can’t tell how deep it is. Her head was down, so I didn’t get a look at her face. She has to be hurt though. By the looks of the broken boards up here, she most likely stepped on them without even knowing and fell through. I don’t know if her neck is broken, or her back or what.” Wes tried to keep his voice matter-of-fact, but it took everything he had.

“What was she doing out here in this field?” Penelope asked.

“I don’t know, but at the moment, I don’t really care,” Wes told her, dismissing the question, but not harshly. At this point, it didn’t matter if she was running away from someone, or if she’d been out for a little stroll to hunt for chupacabras. What mattered was getting her out and to the hospital and making sure she was okay. They’d deal with all the other stuff later.

Hopefully there’d be a later.

Wes and the others continued to strategize as they waited impatiently for the firefighters to make it back to them with their emergency equipment.

Laine groaned softly as she regained consciousness. She knew she was going in and out, but this time seemed different, she was hearing things. “Great, now I’m hallucinating,” she tried to say, but all that came out was a faint croak. She opened her eyes and looked up, not sure what she hoped to see. But the sight that greeted her was the same thing she’d seen every time she’d opened her eyes since the sun had risen—the scruffy dog blinking down at her from high above.

She tried to swallow, but her mouth was completely dry and she had nothing to swallow. “Hey, mutt, what’s new?” Laine whispered, shocked as hell when the dog let out a bark. It was the first time she’d heard the animal make any kind of noise except for a couple of whines when she’d first seen it.

Wes turned in surprise at the sound of the dog’s bark. He’d been deep in conversation with the others about the best way to go about getting Laine out of the hole, especially if she had a spinal injury. The mutt was sitting up with her tongue out, panting. She looked at him and barked, then dropped down onto her belly and barked down into the hole.

Without thinking, Wes dropped onto his own stomach and inched his way back to the side of the hole. He felt someone grab hold of his ankles, just in case the hole opened up and collapsed under him. The last thing they needed was him falling into the well on top of Laine.

Peering over the edge, Wes shone the flashlight down into the darkness and almost stopped breathing at the sight that greeted him. Laine was awake and he could see the whites of her eyes in the darkness of the well. “Hey, darlin’.” It wasn’t what he’d planned to say, but the words popped out anyway.

“Wes? Did that mangy mutt actually pull a Lassie, or am I still hallucinating?” It didn’t sound like her, but she managed to get the words out as best she could.

“Not only am I here, but everyone else is too.”

“Everyone else?”

Wes winced at the sound of her voice. It was scratchy and he had to strain to hear her, but she was alive and talking, so it was the sweetest sound he’d ever heard.

“Yeah, Dax, Hayden, Cruz, Calder, TJ, Quint, Conor, and most of the crew from Station 7. Are you hurt?”

“Yeah.”

When she didn’t elaborate, Wes urged her to continue. “Okay, don’t move, keep as still as you can. Where, darlin’? Where do you hurt?”

“My ankles. My arms where the planks scratched them. My stomach ’cos it’s empty. My feet; they’re soaked and probably permanently wrinkled. I’ve probably lost a size or two off them as a result, Mack might be happy to go shoe shopping with me. My head is pounding, probably because I’m so thirsty, but I refused to drink the sludge in the bottom of this hellhole, but if you’d taken any longer I might’ve resorted to it. I’m dizzy and my tongue feels like it’s three sizes too big.”

Her words sounded like they were coming from a ninety-year-old who smoked a pack of cigarettes a day, but they were understandable, and she was alive. Wes would take it.

“Wow, she sounds an awful lot like Mack right about now,” Quint said from behind him. Wes had no idea how they could hear Laine with her voice the way it was, but that didn’t matter at the moment. Reassuring the woman he loved did.

“There’s an IV up here with your name all over it, Laine. Fresh, clean water all for you. Just hang on, as soon as we get you out of there and hook you up, you’ll be needing to pee before you know it.”

Laine giggled, and even though it was weak, it was still the sweetest sound Wes had heard in a long time. Just then, Chief and the other three firefighters arrived back from the brush truck and ambulance parked in front of the house. Wes glanced back and saw they had a ladder, as well as rope, a stretcher, a huge first-aid kit, and other rescue paraphernalia.

“Wes, back up. We’re gonna hook Squirrel up and lower him down.”

“No, I’ll go down and get her,” Wes argued resolutely.

“You won’t fit,” Dax told him firmly. “Look at Squirrel, Wes. He’s tall and skinny and will be able to fit down there without an issue. He’ll hold Laine to him in the harness as we haul them up. You’re big; it’ll be a better fit with Squirrel.”

“Wes?” Laine’s voice was still weak, but she’d obviously overheard the conversation.

“Yeah, darlin’?”

“Please let them get me out of here. I’ve had about enough of this place.”

“Do it,” Wes told Dax and Squirrel with no more questions. He scooted around to the other side of the hole, not willing to lose sight of Laine. Amazingly, the dog stayed where she was, only moving over a bit, as if giving Wes room.

The entire rescue took no more than ten minutes from start to finish. Squirrel was hooked up to the rappelling gear and was slowly lowered down into the abandoned well. Wes lost sight of Laine as soon as Squirrel blocked the passageway, but he still didn’t move. Finally, the firefighter’s head appeared at the mouth of the hole after the others pulled both Laine and him up and out.

Squirrel lay on his back and held Laine tightly to his chest, keeping her immobile as his crew tugged him backward and away from the hole. Wes shuffled alongside them, keeping his hand on Laine’s back as they moved, needing the physical contact with her.

When they were safely out of the way, Wes let Moose take hold of Laine’s head and hold her neck still as the others assisted in rolling her off Squirrel and onto the waiting stretcher, but he immediately grabbed her hand.

Her eyes were closed, and she looked serene, but her grip on his hand belied her peaceful demeanor. She was covered in dirt from head to toe. Mud was smeared on her legs and arms, her frilly pink blouse was now a dirty brown and her hair was caked with it.

Wes’s eyes never strayed from her face as the firefighters worked around them, securing her to the backboard for the trip to the ambulance. She lifted her eyelids when she was finally safely strapped down. The whites of her eyes looked extremely bright against the mud covering her face and hair.

“You sure are a sight for sore eyes, darlin’,” Wes whispered into her ear before Moose fit a C-collar on her.

“You have no idea how wonderful it feels to be flat on my back after all that time sitting up. I swear I can feel my spine lengthening . . . in a good way.” She breathed out in ecstasy. “Do me a favor?” Laine whispered as the firefighters prepared to walk her to the ambulance.

“Anything,” Wes told her immediately.

“See if you can get that damn dog to come to you. I’ve talked to her for two days straight now. I’ve become a tad bit attached. Besides, she’s hungry and needs a home.”

Wes smiled and vaguely heard some of the others chuckling above him. “I’d already planned to. I sort of promised her a big juicy steak.”

“You too?”

Wes chuckled, not surprised they were on the same wavelength. “And you might be interested in knowing that the dog is a mommy four times over.”

“Really?” Laine’s eyes had closed as she was being carried across the field, but they opened to look up at him. Wes was quick to shield them from the harsh sunlight beating down on them. “I saw her when I got out here and figured she was hiding them somewhere. She was scared of me and took off across the field. Stupidly, I wasn’t paying attention and stepped right on the boards. As soon as I did, I knew I’d screwed up. I thought she’d take the chance to get the hell away from me. But you know what? She stayed with me the whole time, other than a bit at night when she must’ve taken a break to feed her puppies. She let me babble to her. I think she kept me sane.”

“I wouldn’t have even thought to look out here if it wasn’t for her sitting next to your hole,” Wes told Laine, still holding her hand as the firefighters continued with their precious bundle across the field. “It looks like we have ourselves a dog.”

“If you can catch her,” Laine said with a hint of the snark he knew and loved.

“If I can catch her,” Wes agreed.

They were silent for the rest of the trip to the ambulance and as Moose and Sledge got her settled in the back.

Gesturing to the dog with his head, Wes silently asked Dax to take care of somehow getting the dog to come with him. He’d heard their conversation and nodded, telling Wes he’d get it done.

Watching in disbelief—as all it took was for the other Ranger to open the back door of his car, and the dog jumped right in, joining her puppies now sleeping together on the floor in the backseat—Wes smiled, happy it’d been so easy. Laine would’ve been devastated if they couldn’t help her. Hell, he would’ve been upset about it. He owed the stray everything.

Knowing Dax would have two of the others take care of both his and Laine’s vehicles, Wes settled on the bench next to Laine in the ambulance, keeping one hand on her forehead to make sure she didn’t feel alone, not even for a moment.

When Sledge got the IV drip going and they were finally bumping their way back down the driveway, Wes blurted out, “I love you.”

Laine couldn’t turn her head, but her eyes widened as she looked up at him. “What?”

“I love you,” he repeated. “When you never showed up at my house and no one knew where you were . . . I knew that my life would never be the same without you in it. We’ve been hanging out together a lot, and I just assumed we’d continue to do so. Eventually I would’ve told you how I felt and hopefully we would’ve gotten married and spent the rest of our lives together. At least that’s what I assumed was what would happen.

“But instead, you scared the shit out of me and I never want to feel that way again, ever. I realized that I wouldn’t be that frightened if I didn’t care about you as much as I did. I love you, Laine. I don’t want to wait. I’m one hundred percent sure that you’re it for me. It took me forty-two years to find my other half, and now that I have, I’m not letting you go.”

“I want to name her Chance.”

“What?” Laine’s comment was so far away from how he thought she’d respond to his declaration of love and sort-of marriage proposal, he had a hard time switching gears to follow her line of thinking.

“The dog. I want to name her Chance, because without her, we wouldn’t have a chance to get married and live happily ever after.”

“Okay, darlin’. Chance it is.” Wes couldn’t help the goofy smile that crept over his face.

“I love you too.”

Wes sighed slightly in relief. He didn’t think he’d care if she said it back or not, but he did. He cared a lot. He didn’t know if she realized that she basically asked him to marry her, but he was going to hold her to it, no matter what she said later.

“When I was sitting at the bottom of that hole, all I could think of was that I’d never told you and I’d never get a chance to tell you. But then I looked up at our stars and knew you were out there somewhere . . . looking for me. And I had no doubt you’d track me down. Although . . . I was kinda hoping it wouldn’t have taken so long.”

Wes chuckled. “Sorry about that, darlin’, it took an expert hacker to figure out the clues you left behind.”

“How did you find me?”

“I went to your office and saw the names ‘Johnson’ and ‘Morningside’ scribbled on your calendar.”

“And?”

“And what?”

“That’s it?” Laine asked incredulously. “I knew you were good, but I didn’t know you were that good.”

Wes leaned over and kissed her forehead gently. “When you’re feeling better, I’ll tell you the whole story. But suffice it to say, you have a lot of friends who busted their asses to do everything they could to find you.”

“Thank you.” Her words were slurred as the painkillers Sledge pushed through her IV began to take effect.

“Close your eyes and rest now, Laine. I’ve got you. You’re going to be fine.”

Laine didn’t say another word as she slipped into dreamland, but Wes wasn’t expecting it. She was safe, and in relatively good shape for spending two days at the bottom of a well. He wouldn’t complain.


Chapter Thirteen
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Laine sat on the middle cushion of Wes’s large couch surrounded by her friends. Mackenzie and Dax, Cruz and his girlfriend Mickie, Quint and Corrie, Conor, TJ, Hayden, Calder, and even Penelope and Cade from Station 7 were there. When Laine had found out that Sledge’s name was Cade, she’d refused to call him by his horrible nickname, proclaiming it ‘too silly for such a good looking man.’” Maybe because she wasn’t quite up to par after her ordeal, he didn’t complain.

Wes had backed away, giving her friends time to see for themselves that she was all right, but Laine knew it was only because he’d had her to himself for the last day. She’d spent twenty-four hours in the hospital for dehydration and for tests, but they’d let her go early the morning before. Her ankles hadn’t been broken, only badly sprained, and she’d bounced back quickly after having two bags of IV fluids pushed through her body. Wes hadn’t even asked, but had brought her straight to his house and got her settled in his bed, where he’d proceeded to pamper her.

Mack had been waiting at the hospital when they’d brought Laine in. Wes had heard an earful from her about how Dax hadn’t let her come with him out to the property. He’d been scared about what they might find and had wanted to spare Mack the possible sight of her best friend dead. But he’d called as soon as Laine had been on the way to the hospital, so she could meet her there.

And she had been there. She’d browbeat and badgered the hospital staff enough that they’d let her say a quick few words when Laine had been wheeled in. Enough to satisfy Mack that her friend was indeed all right, and would be fine after everything that had happened.

After arriving back at his place, Wes had cooked a delicious lunch and dinner and brought both to her bedside. They’d watched a couple movies, but her favorite part of being with him was their conversations. She’d told him how she’d felt so alone at the bottom of the well, but that she’d never given up hope that he’d find her. Wes, in turn, admitted that in all his years of being a Texas Ranger, he’d never been so scared he’d screw up a case as much as he was while she’d been missing.

“It gave me a whole new perspective on what the families go through. I remember some of the things I’ve said to them and it makes me cringe.”

“You didn’t know.” Laine had tried to soothe him.

“I didn’t, but that doesn’t mean I had the right to be condescending or rude, even if I didn’t know I was being condescending.”

The entire ordeal had brought them closer together, and while she wished it hadn’t happened, Laine was pleased with the ultimate outcome.

“I can’t believe how different Chance looks, now that you got her cleaned up,” Mickie said, commenting on the dog who Wes had brought home while Laine had been in the hospital. She’d been to the groomer and had a thorough bath, her nails clipped, and her ears cleaned. A trip to the vet for a once-over and some shots, and the exhausted but obviously happy dog was currently sleeping in the corner of their bedroom with her puppies, away from the commotion of all the people.

“I know, right? I thought she was a mix when I first saw her, but I can see now she’s probably mostly pit bull,” Laine said, her voice still a bit lower than usual.

“Are you afraid to have her around?” It was Cade who asked.

“No,” Laine said immediately. “I don’t care what breed she is. That dog literally saved my life. She didn’t show one ounce of aggression at the groomer or the vet, or even when we’ve been handling her puppies. I think she somehow knows that not only did we save her and her babies, but she saved me too.”

Wes told the story only some of the people in his living room had heard. “We were searching the property and I’d begun to think Laine had been snatched away and we’d have to start the search from scratch, when I looked into the pasture and saw Chance sitting there. She wasn’t moving, just sitting stock-still. It was unusual and it made me want to know why. If that dog hadn’t been out there by that old well, we would’ve left and never known Laine was there.”

Mackenzie put her arm around Laine and hugged her to her side. “I love you, Laine. Don’t do that again.”

Everyone laughed at the complete seriousness in Mack’s voice.

“I won’t. From now on, everyone is going to get a complete run-down of my plans for the day . . . every day. Getting up. Drinking coffee. About to shower. Driving to work. Going to X address for a showing. Driving home. Eating dinner.”

All the women laughed, the men did not.

“I was kidding,” Laine said with a smile, looking at the alpha men staring at her.

“Someday I’ll tell you a story about people knowing where you are at all times,” Penelope said, fingering the Maltese cross around her neck with a faraway look in her eyes.

“Actually, that’s a good idea,” Quint agreed with Laine, and she could see him squeeze Corrie’s hand. Corrie had her own drama she’d been through . . . kidnapped by loan sharks, and she’d managed to save herself while waiting for Quint to find her. Of course he’d agree that it was a good idea to have her text with her whereabouts all day, every day.

“Yeah . . . no,” Laine shot back. “Look, it was a freak thing. Just like Mack being buried in that coffin. Or Mickie being in the middle of a turf war between a motorcycle club and a drug lord. The same with Corrie and Penelope being kidnapped. It’s not going to happen again.”

“Did you hear what you just said?” Conor questioned. “Those things usually don’t happen to most people, but the fact that they’ve happened to four of the most wonderful women—five, if I include you—I’ve met, who just happened to be dating some of my best friends? Yeah, I think all of you women should make a note of what your plans are every day . . . just in case.”

Laine smiled, but hid it behind her hand when she yawned. She probably wouldn’t make a list of every second of her day, but she would be a bit more careful in the future. She could’ve saved herself, and Wes, a lot of heartache if she’d only written down the address of the property she was going to, or at least told Rose or Mack where she was going. It had been careless and even a bit reckless on her part, and it wouldn’t happen again.

“Laine’s tired,” Wes said in a firm voice over the din in the room as the women—except for Hayden, who was sitting with her arms crossed as if daring one of her colleagues to suggest she needed to broadcast where she was every second of the day—argued against giving a blow-by-blow of every minute of their plans for the day to their men.

Wes’s words were the impetus to get everyone moving. One by one they said their goodbyes to Laine, every single person making sure she knew how happy they were that she was going to be okay.

Penelope gave Laine an extra-long hug when it was her turn. “I’m very glad you’re okay. If you ever need to talk to anyone, please let me know. I’m in a group . . . it’s for people who’ve been held hostage, and I know it’s different from what happened to you, but it might help if you need it. It’s nice to know there are others who are feeling a lot of the same things as you.”

“You okay?” Laine asked. She wasn’t that close to Penelope, but she’d met her a few times and really liked her. She was a firecracker and tough as a whip, but she somehow put out vulnerable vibes at the same time.

“Yeah. I’m okay. Some days are better than others. I was serious about the group. There are people who have gone through a lot of shit, and they’re amazing. One of my best friends in the group has to attend electronically now, but she’s working on her issues. It makes what you and I went through look like a walk in the park.”

Laine’s interest was piqued. “Worse than what you went through?”

“Yeah. She moved here from California. She’d been kidnapped by a serial killer. A SEAL team rescued her and another woman before the sicko could kill them, but he’d had her long enough to make her life a living hell. She has problems leaving her house now as a result. It all sucks. She was doing really well, but recently she’s been having issues getting to the meetings in person, so I set it up so she could attend remotely.”

Laine wanted to ask more, to get to know more about what the poor woman had gone through and how she was doing, but another yawn broke through before she could comment.

Penelope gave her another long hug then pulled back again. “Okay, I’ll let you go. I’m glad you’re all right, Laine.”

“Thanks, Penelope. See you later?”

“Definitely.”

Wes put his arm around Laine as they waved to everyone from the doorway. Finally, when they were all gone, he pulled them inside and closed and locked the door.

Feeling more tired than she thought she’d be, Laine didn’t protest as Wes helped her walk into his bedroom. He got her settled and said, “Let me take Chance out, now that the coast is clear. I’ll be back.”

“Okay.” Laine held out her hand and Chance came over to the side of the bed and licked at it, before she and her four puppies followed Wes out of the room.

Laine snuggled down into the covers and closed her eyes.

She felt when Wes returned and climbed in behind her. He was warm against her back and the arm around her waist held her tightly to him.

“I love you,” Wes murmured as he kissed her ear.

Laine turned to her back and smiled up at the handsome man above her. “I love you too.”

“Will you marry me?”

Laine wasn’t all that surprised at the question. She’d basically already told him she wanted to spend the rest of her life with him while they were out at the Johnson property, after Squirrel had hauled her out of the hole, but it felt good to make it official. “Yes.”

“Good. When?”

“Whenever you want.”

“Really?”

“Really.”

“Tomorrow?”

“Uh . . . excuse me?”

“Tomorrow. We can go to the courthouse and do it.”

“Don’t we have to get a license and sit out the waiting period and all of that?” Laine asked.

“Damn. Yeah, I think it’s seventy-two hours or something.”

“What’s the hurry? I’m not going anywhere,” Laine soothed, running her hand up and down his biceps.

“When I realized how much I love you and how precious life is, I recognized that our time here on earth is just too short. I want to spend every second of the time I have left with you.”

“We can do that and not be married,” Laine said reasonably. She wasn’t trying to talk Wes out of it, but was trying to understand the urgency he was feeling.

“I want my ring on your finger, and I’m hoping you’ll change your name to King. But I would totally understand if you didn’t want to. It’s kind of archaic that the woman has to be the one to change her name, but I can’t help that it would make me feel good.”

“Laine King. It sounds good,” she mused.

“It sounds fucking fantastic,” Wes agreed, then leaned down to kiss her.

“As soon as the three days go by, I’ll marry you. Although . . . Mack is gonna lose her mind if she’s not invited. And probably Mickie and Corrie too. And I wouldn’t want to do it without your friends there. Oh, and Squirrel and Moose and Penelope, and all the others from the fire station too. We can’t leave them out.”

Wes laughed. “How about we have a nice quiet civil ceremony then have a big-ass party later?”

“Deal. I want to make love to you, Wes.” When he opened his mouth to speak, Laine put her finger on his lips to shush him and continued, “But I’m still too sore. Just the thought of spreading my legs is enough to make me wanna hurl, imagining the pressure it’d put on my hips. But as soon as I’m feeling up to it, you had better watch out. I’m gonna jump you.”

Wes chuckled. “I’ll look forward to it, darlin’. I’m perfectly content to hold you close all night and every night until you’re healed enough.”

“Maybe in the barn . . . can we reenact that moment when we first saw each other? I’d love to act out my vivid dreams of running across the barn and taking you to the ground and having my way with you,” Laine told Wes with a smirk. “That rope and your cowboy hat have played front and center in a lot of my fantasies as well. I swear to God, the first thing I thought when I saw you standing there without your shirt on and your V-muscles leading to my Promised Land, was that you were the most amazing specimen of a man I’d ever seen in my life.”

“You too?” Wes asked with a grin. “That was my fantasy. Not my abs, but pulling you into my arms, stripping off your top so I could get a good look at those tits and the nipples that stood up to say hello to me, and taking you right there against the wall in my barn.”

“I’m so glad I didn’t back out of coming to watch that photography session that day. It changed my life . . . for the better.”

“Mine too.” Wes kissed Laine, making sure she kept still so as not to hurt herself. “I got the photos from that day back from Jack. I’m supposed to pick my favorite three. I forgot about it until now. Will you help me choose?”

“Oh, shit yeah. I want you to be the hottest man in that calendar, but I was serious when I told you back then that I’d prefer for you to be all mine. I’ll let others drool over your body, but your face is all mine. My very own Texas Ranger cowboy. I love you, more than you’ll ever know.”

“I know, because I love you like that too. Sleep now. Tomorrow is the first day of the rest of our lives.”

The End
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“The bastard!” Phoebe Sinclair’s usual easy-going demeanor had taken a major hit. She checked the rearview mirror, but she couldn’t see anything past the train of her wedding dress flying out behind her. When she’d discovered her fiancé had skipped out on the wedding just seconds before she was due to walk down the aisle, she’d practically jumped into the convertible. He’d left the church, no explanation, no excuses. Which meant Phoebe would have had to face her parents and their guests to break the news. There wouldn’t be a wedding. The groom had run out on her.

Jilted.

Never mind she’d already been having extremely cold feet. Two hours earlier, she’d been a nervous bride, convinced she was making a huge mistake by marrying a man her father had selected as perfect husband material for his darling daughter. Her mother had argued that Ryan would help elevate her social standing even more. Not that Phoebe cared two hoots about status.

Phoebe, the dutiful daughter who’d always done what her parents wanted, who never had anxiety issues, could have used one of her mother’s anti-anxiety pills. On the very verge of walking down the aisle of the church to promise to love, honor and cherish Ryan Bratton, a colleague of her father’s, she’d asked herself why? Why was she marrying a man with whom she didn’t have much in common? Why was she allowing her parents to choose her husband? Why had she let herself be swept into the whole wedding experience?

The pathetic answer was that all of her Dallas debutante friends were either engaged or married. Some were pregnant with their first babies.

Tick tock, tick tock.

Her damned biological clock had been ticking pretty darned loud when her father proclaimed it was time to get married and produce heirs. He wasn’t getting any younger and he wanted to know he’d have someone to pass the oil speculation business to when he was gone.

Phoebe slowed behind a tractor hauling a large round hay bale. Wisps of straw flew over the top of the convertible’s windshield, tangling in her hair. Swerving toward the center of the road, she peered around the big green John Deere. The lane was clear and she sped past.

Her father could sell the damned business for all she cared. Phoebe had never had a head for business, preferring to hang out with the horses on their ranch. She hadn’t really been that interested in dating, finding most of the men in her parents’ circle either old like her father, greedy or lazy. When she went out on dates, many of the men were more interested in her father’s assets than in her own.

She’d stared into the mirror, her heart pounding, perspiration popping out on her forehead and upper lip, after her mother had applied makeup to her face. Phoebe couldn’t do it. She didn’t love Ryan. Though her father thought highly of him, his opinion of Ryan wasn’t enough.

Sure, he’d had her grandmother’s locket professionally reworked by a jeweler, with a brand new chain and a picture of her grandmother inside. The extremely thoughtful gift had almost convinced her he was the man she needed. But standing in front of the mirror, staring at the stranger in the white dress, about to marry a man she really didn’t know, she’d started into a full-on panic attack.

Her mother had entered the room, slapped a paper bag into her hand and told her to breathe into the bag. Then she’d straightened her veil, patted powder on her face and turned her toward the door with a parting comment, “Don’t embarrass me.” Her mother moved inside the sanctuary to take her seat.

Phoebe stood outside the door, waiting for the cue for her bridesmaids to make the long trip down the aisle ahead of her. Something had held up the ceremony. Five minutes turned to ten but her cue didn’t come.

One of the groomsmen ducked out of the sanctuary, spotted her and waved her back toward the anterooms.

Phoebe handed her bouquet to her maid of honor, a silly society girl her mother had chosen since Phoebe didn’t have many girlfriends suitable to wear the ridiculous bridesmaid gowns. “I’ll be a moment.” Phoebe hurriedly joined the groomsman.

He glanced over her shoulder at the others watching and then leaned close to whisper, “We have a problem.”

Her heart had fluttered, her stomach roiling. “What’s wrong?”

The man tugged at his collar as if the tie constricted his vocal cords.

Phoebe wanted to take a hold of the tie and tug on it herself. Hard. “Spit it out,” she finally said.

He took a deep breath and blurted, “Ryan disappeared.”

“What?” And her mother had been afraid Phoebe would embarrass her. “He ran out? Did he say anything before he disappeared?”

The young man’s face turned a bright red and he shook his head.

“You have got to be kidding.” Surely Ryan had only gone to the restroom or outside to catch a breath of fresh air. Phoebe stormed off toward the room the groom was supposed to use for wedding preparations. Flinging open the door, she marched in. “Ryan, you better get your scrawny ass up to the altar…”

The room was empty. Ryan and his tuxedo were gone.

“Really?” she cried. “You got cold feet?” Blood pounded in her ears. She stared around the room, hoping he was hiding somewhere and going to spring out and say surprise!

With a sanctuary full of five hundred of her parents’ closest friends waiting for the wedding to start, Phoebe didn’t know what to do. She’d agreed to marry Ryan, not because she particularly loved him, but because no one else had come along in her thirty-one years who inspired the soul-defining passion she had expected to come with falling in love. Ryan could kiss okay and he’d tried to please her when they’d been more intimate. Still…nothing. No sparks, no earth-shaking anything. Surely all those romance novels she’d read late into the night weren’t all pure fantasy.

Phoebe had begun to think she didn’t have the romantic gene in her body, so she’d settled for Ryan. Now, he’d skipped out. Jilted her at the altar and left her with the task of telling all the five hundred strangers her fiancé hadn’t wanted to marry her after all. “I could kill him,” she said.

“Excuse me?” a voice said behind her.

With a little scream, she spun to face Ryan’s best man, Warren Ledbetter. “Did you know he was thinking of backing out of this circus of a wedding?” she demanded.

He shook his head. “He told me to go on to the sanctuary, that he’d be there momentarily. That was fifteen minutes ago.”

“Well, I’m not telling all those people this event isn’t happening.” She waved a hand toward the church. “I’m not taking the rap for it. My father and mother will be livid, after spending a small fortune on this show.”

Warren’s eyes widened. “What are you going to do?”

“I don’t know.” She glanced around the room and over her shoulder at the hallway. The choice had come down to either face her parents and the sanctuary full of people, or leave and hoping her parents didn’t hate her for eternity.

Phoebe’s feet, in the white satin pumps, took her toward the door. When the dutiful daughter should have turned left to go to the sanctuary, she turned right. Rather than face her parents, Phoebe opted to run. Yes, leaving was the coward’s way out, but she’d had enough of her parents running her life, choosing her clothes, her friends and her husband.

She’d run out the side door of the church nursery to a playground where she hurried past the swings and play fort. Out in the Texas sunshine, she lifted her skirts and ran, breathing in the fresh taste of freedom. If Ryan could skip out of a wedding neither of them really wanted, so could she.

Phoebe dared to dream of a life she chose to live. She could get a job, pay her own way, make her own friends and really live. The faster she ran, the better she felt until she kicked off her heels and sprinted toward the parking lot out front.

Before she reached it, Phoebe ground to a stop. She’d arrived in her parents’ chauffeur-driven town car. The church was off the usual routes of taxi drivers, and she didn’t have any money to pay a driver. Nor did she have a cell phone to call for a pick up. Her newfound freedom took a turn for the worst.

Then she spied the wedding car, a sleek black Cadillac convertible with specially decorated cans tied with silk ribbons beneath the bumper, parked outside the door to the church’s banquet hall where the reception was to be held after the wedding. A banner affixed to the trunk read JUST MARRIED. Daring to hope, she inched up to the driver’s side of the vehicle and looked inside.

Hope flared in her chest at the sight of the keys in the ignition!

Gathering her skirts, she jumped in, twisted the key and drove away from the church, leaving behind what would be her disappointed, embarrassed parents and a life she never seemed to fit into.

Thus started the great adventure.

Phoebe wore a wedding dress, didn’t have a penny in her pocket and had taken her fiancé’s convertible. Not until she’d left Dallas and put over a hundred miles between her and the wedding guests did the adrenaline wear off. She could be charged with grand theft auto. The car belonged to her delinquent fiancé, not her. At the moment that thought struck, she swerved to the side of the road and bumped over some trash on the shoulder. Her heart raced, and she tried to think. She could ditch the car and call the police to tell them where they could find it. Or she could just ditch the car in some backwater town and…and…what?

She couldn’t steal another. Without a dollar in her pocket, she couldn’t buy a bus ticket or rent a car. Damn. She should have thought this escape through a little more thoroughly. One thing was certain, she couldn’t stay on the side of the road. A sign a few miles back indicated a town was coming up. What was the name? Hellfire? A peculiar name for a town.

Her stomach rumbled, reminding her she hadn’t eaten since the night before. Maybe she could stop there, find a job and work for food. With a little bit of a plan in mind, she drove toward the town. She hadn’t gone more than a quarter of a mile when a sharp pop sounded, and the car pulled to the right.

Phoebe steered off the road and got out. Wadding up her skirt, she folded it over her arm and padded around the front of the car, gravel and grass digging into her tender bare feet. As she’d suspected, the right front tire was flat. Great. Her shoulders slumped. She’d never changed a flat tire in her life and her father had never demonstrated the process. He’d whip out his cell phone, call for roadside assistance and wait until help arrived. Phoebe didn’t have that luxury, with neither a cell phone, nor a roadside assistance service that didn’t belong to her daddy. Not to mention, that wasn’t what independent women did. How the hell did one change a flat tire?

She walked back around to the driver’s side and pulled the keys from the ignition. When she’d seen movies where the characters had to change a tire, they always went to the trunk. The spare tire should be in the trunk. It stood to reason, the tools to change the flat would be in the trunk as well. Keys in hand, she walked to the back of the vehicle, and hit the button to pop open the trunk.

With her dress in hand, barefooted, broke and determined, she leaned over and studied the space. A blanket lay across a rather large lump in the back. Hopefully the spare tire. Phoebe grabbed the blanket and yanked it off.

She gasped and staggered backward, all the blood draining from her head. This couldn’t be happening. No. No. No. Phoebe pressed her hand to her lips and edged closer to look again, praying she’d imagined what she’d seen.

Nope.

The lump beneath the blanket was none other than her missing groom, Ryan. Based on his waxy gray face and open eyes staring at nothing, the man was well and truly dead.

Sweet Jesus. Oh, sweet Jesus. Phoebe bit down on her bottom lip. Had she checked the trunk before she’d gone one hundred miles, would he have been alive enough to resuscitate? She gulped. Had she killed him by not checking? Though she hadn’t really loved him, she never wished him dead.

The next thought hit her square in the gut. She’d stolen Ryan’s car, run out on the wedding, and now had his dead body in the back of the vehicle. To make it worse, she had a witness who could state he heard her say, I’ll kill him. The best man had been there when she’d gone to find Ryan.

When the cops caught up with her and Ryan’s car, they’d find his body, receive testimony from his best man and presume Phoebe had killed him. Her independence would come to a screeching halt when she was arrested, booked and thrown in jail for the rest of her life.

Her head spinning, Phoebe stood back, looked around at the rolling grasslands. Not a car was in sight. She couldn’t just walk away. Barefoot, no telling how far to the nearest town, she wouldn’t make it. Phoebe hadn’t planned to start a new life on the lam for a murder she didn’t commit.

Scrambling for something, anything, she could do to get out of the mess she’d landed in, she slammed the trunk, hurried around the car and jumped into the driver’s seat. The wind chose that moment to pick up and her dress billowed around her as she pulled forward on the flat tire, bumping along the shoulder of the road. Her skirt flew up in her face. Trying to flatten it so that she could see, she shifted her foot to hit the brake, but she hit the accelerator instead. The convertible leaped forward, ran off the road and slammed into a fence post, throwing Phoebe forward, banging her forehead against the steering wheel. She saw stars that quickly changed to bright blue strobes. As her vision cleared, she realized the lights were attached to a police vehicle.

Could her day get any worse?

“Unit 470, we have a report of some teenagers drag racing on farm to market road 476 at the old Dunwitty grain silo.”

“10-4.” Deputy Nash Grayson slowed the sheriff’s deputy SUV, checked the road ahead leading into Hellfire, and glanced in his rearview mirror. No one coming. No one going. Quiet, placid, small-town Texas, where nothing much happened. He made a U-turn and headed back out into the countryside.

Thirteen months ago, he’d been in full combat gear, slipping through the streets of a small village in Afghanistan, searching for Taliban rebels. His fourth tour to the Middle East, he knew the drill. Kill the bad guys, not the civilians.

The nation he was sworn to defend didn’t understand how difficult it was to tell the difference. A smiling Afghan approaching a checkpoint might have explosives strapped to his waist beneath the robe he wore. Or a mother might send her child armed with a grenade into a group of soldiers visiting an orphanage. Over there, he had to remain vigilant. Hell, he’d needed eyes in the back of his head. Always alert, always listening and looking for sudden movement.

After a year back in his hometown of Hellfire, he still jumped at loud noises and dropped into a fighting stance when someone sneaked up behind him. But the bucolic life of the small town had helped him learn to breathe deeply again. Well, not too deeply when the wind blew from the direction of the local stockyard. The stench of cattle crap and urine filled the air.

Other than the usual teenaged hijinks and an occasional domestic quarrel, things were pretty laid back. Almost too much so. Thankfully, when he wasn’t on the job, Nash had the family ranch to retreat to. There he could work with the animals and burn off some of his restless energy.

Although he was nearing the end of his shift, Nash didn’t mind checking out the drag racing report. A typical Saturday in the country. Hellfire didn’t have a bowling alley or movie theater. The only organized activities available to the kids were football and rodeo. High school football games drew everyone out on Friday evenings in the fall. Which left Saturday and Sunday to do chores before the kids returned to school on Monday and parents to work. But after chores, the teens liked to gather at the town’s only fast food drive-in or find a place to raise hell out in the countryside. Everything from cow-tipping to mud-riding in the bottoms.

Today’s hell-raising just happened to be drag racing.

Nash pulled into the rutted gravel road leading to the abandoned Dunwitty silos. Apparently the race was in full swing, because all eyes were on the vehicles at the center of the mob. Two tricked-out trucks, with knobby tires and fat chrome exhaust pipes, shot out of the crowd of young people and barreled along the wide gravel road running half a mile in length. Their engines rumbled, the sound reverberating through the warm, late-afternoon air.

Guys in jeans, cowboy boots and hats punched the air, whooping and hollering. Girls in frayed cutoffs and shirts tied at their midriffs, laughed and screamed for the drivers to go faster.

Nothing Nash could do at that point would slow the racing trucks. If he didn’t know they were trespassing, he’d enjoy the race and then slip away before anyone was the wiser about his presence there.

But this was Dunwitty’s place and the clearly posted NO TRESPASSING signs out front were all the rules Nash needed. He followed the rules, the structure of his job and his life giving him comfort.

When the trucks reached the end of the road, the crowd of young people shouted, yelled, hooted and whistled for the winner. The trucks turned around and drove back to the silos, stopping as the kids converged on them.

Nash got out of his vehicle. Time to spoil the fun.

One young man, Johnny Austin, spotted Nash before he reached the edge of the crowd. “Time to leave,” he shouted, loud enough to be heard over the noise of the celebration.

All faces turned toward him.

With a wave, Nash jerked his head toward the silos. “Sorry, folks. I gotta break it up. You’re trespassing.”

“Aw,” the group said as a collective.

The guys and girls piled into the cars and trucks and filed out of the Silo area, one by one.

Once they’d all gone, Nash climbed into his SUV and headed back to town to hang up his hat and go home. Another day, another dollar. The excitement was killing him. He chuckled. He’d thought about going to work in Houston, where a shooting occurred every day. Maybe more. But he liked being near the ranch, the horses and cattle. He’d missed it when he’d been on active duty.

Perhaps he needed a woman in his life. Like his brother Becket, who’d never been happier. Up until Kinsey had come back into his brother’s life, Nash had been content to be a bachelor. Seeing them together, always touching and kissing…Never mind the headboard banging and springs squeaking into the wee hours of the morning. Nash had gone so far as to sleep in the barn a few times, or asked for the night shift to avoid the happy copulating going on in the ranch house master bedroom.

Yeah, Houston was looking more and more like a possibility.

Ahead, he spied a strange sight. A shiny black convertible, with cans strung out behind and a banner proclaiming JUST MARRIED, sped toward town, white fabric ballooning up from the driver’s seat like a parachute.

His interest spiked, and he increased his speed, hoping to catch up to the car to check it out.


Chapter Two
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No. No. No.

This could not be happening. Phoebe tried to back away from the fence post, but the convertible’s rear tires spun in the dry Texas dust. The front bumper, seeming to have adhered to the fence post, refused to let go.

To make her shithole of a life worse, a county sheriff’s SUV pulled to a stop on the pavement. A man in a dark brown uniform, wearing a black cowboy hat with a badge pinned to it stepped out. He hurried down into the ditch, arriving at her door all too soon. “Ma’am, are you okay?”

The wind picked up again and lifted the dress, smothering her face. Phoebe struggled to keep it down, failing miserably. In a stolen car, with a dead body in the trunk, she was going to jail. No doubt in her mind. If by some slim chance, she could get away, maybe she could hide the body, or take it back to the church where all of this had begun. Yeah, she could take back the car and the body.

“Excuse me, ma’am.”

“Huh?” She blinked and stared into the startling blue eyes of the sheriff’s deputy looking down at her.

He tipped his hat. “I’m Deputy Grayson. I asked if you were okay.” He gave a hint of a smile, making a ruggedly handsome face even more attractive.

At least if she were to be arrested, she’d be frisked by a cute deputy. She giggled, hysteria threatening to take over.

“Do you need help getting out of the car?” he asked.

Did she need help? Lord knew she needed help, but this deputy wasn’t the kind of help she needed at the moment. Only a miracle could save her from this disaster. “No. I just need help getting the car off the fence.”

The deputy rounded the front of the vehicle and shook his head. “Put it in reverse. I’ll see if I can kick the bumper loose from the fence post. On three…”

Phoebe nodded, shifted the car into reverse and waited for his cue.

“One.” Bracing a hand on the fence post, he stepped up on the bumper of the car. “Two…three.” Grayson bounced hard on the bumper at the same time as Phoebe goosed the gas pedal.

The car broke free of the fence post, the back tires found traction, lumbered up the embankment and back onto the highway, where metal scraped against pavement. For a moment, Phoebe wondered, if she shifted into drive, could the convertible outrun the deputy’s vehicle. Then she remembered the flat tire.

Deputy Grayson jogged up the incline and stopped in front of her hood, inspecting the front of her vehicle, his lips twisting. “The bumper’s got a nasty dent, and your tire is destroyed. You’ll need to change it before you go any farther.”

“No. I can’t,” she said, her heart thumping hard in her chest. She crossed her fingers beneath the folds of her wedding dress. “I don’t have a spare.”

“Are you sure?” He rolled his hand. “Pop the trunk. Sometimes they’re hidden beneath the trunk lining.”

“No, really. I checked a few minutes ago.” She shifted into drive and glanced over her shoulder. I have to get away from him. “I’ll just have to drive it flat into the next town.”

“No need.” He keyed the mic on the radio clipped to his shoulder. “Gretchen, I have a disabled vehicle on the highway east of town. We’ll need a tow truck to retrieve it.”

“No, no. I can take care of it myself. No need to bother anyone,” Phoebe said, her grip tightening on the wheel. “Really.”

“No bother. If you’ll just hand me the keys, I’ll have the service man tow it to the shop, change out the tire, and you can be on your way, barring any damage from the collision with the fence post.” Bracing his feet apart, he held out his hand. “First, I’ll need to see your license and registration.”

“Well…you see…” Heat rose up her cheeks. “I kind of left in a hurry…” She glanced down at her dress. “I forgot to bring my purse with my driver’s license.” Phoebe glanced up at the deputy.

“Well, I’m sorry, ma’am, but I can’t let you drive without a license.” He leaned into the window and pointed at the glove box. “Let me see the vehicle registration, please.”

Phoebe leaned over the console and fished in the glove box for anything resembling a registration, sweat popping out on her forehead. She found a slim, black folder beneath the convertible’s owner’s manual. Inside it was…surprise! The registration papers. The vehicle wasn’t Ryan’s. He’d rented it.

She didn’t know whether to be relieved or not. Pulling the paper from the envelope, she handed it to Deputy Grayson. “Is this what you were looking for?”

“Yes, ma’am. Please step out of the vehicle.”

“Am I being arrested?” she asked, her pulse hammering through her veins. If he arrested her, would he have the right to search the vehicle? So much for independence. Phoebe could see that she would have to call her father and get him and his expensive attorneys to bail her out of jail.

“No, I hadn’t planned on arresting you.” He tilted his head. “Should I?”

Phoebe widened her eyes. “N-no. Of course not. I haven’t broken any laws.” She crossed her fingers behind her back. Except one. Grand theft auto. Although, it was a rental and the man who’d rented it was in it, so she really hadn’t stolen it. Had she?

“I can’t remember if driving under the influence of a wedding dress was covered in the police academy.” Deputy Grayson’s lips twitched. “But driving without a license is against the law. I won’t arrest you if you step out of the vehicle and allow me to escort you to town. When you obtain that license, you can drive.”

“Oh. Well. I guess I could send for it. But I can’t have you tow the vehicle and change the tire. You see, because I don’t have my purse, I don’t have money or credit cards to pay for the work.” With the registration papers in hand, she pulled the keys from the ignition, gathered her skirts and stepped out of the convertible. “Couldn’t we just leave it here for now?”

“Sorry, but we can’t leave it on the road.” He held out his hand for the registration papers. “Well, this helps. Since this is a rental car, the agency should foot the bill for the towing and the new tire. All it will take is to call them and get them moving on it.”

“How nice.” Phoebe stared at the trunk, wondering what the rental car company would think about the excess luggage they’d find when they came to collect the vehicle.

No, the body couldn’t be there when the rental car company arrived. Phoebe had to get Ryan out of the trunk before anyone found him. “If the rental car company will take care of the repairs, shouldn’t we leave it here for them to collect it? Maybe they have their own wrecker service they like to call,” she suggested.

“There’s only one in Hellfire. Since you’ve also bent the front bumper, you might have damaged the radiator or something else in the engine. The car really needs to be checked before you get back on the road.”

The man clearly wouldn’t let the damned car sit on the side of the road.

While she stood there arguing, another vehicle appeared on the highway, heading in their direction. Phoebe dragged in a deep breath and blew it out.

A wrecker drove past them, turned around, passed them again and then backed up to the convertible. Painted on the side of the truck was the name Grayson’s Auto Shop.

Phoebe fought to keep from rolling her eyes. She raised her brows and stared at Deputy Grayson. “A relative of yours?”

The deputy smiled, causing the butterflies in Phoebe’s belly to flap. “My brother.” Grayson nodded toward the driver of the vehicle. “If you’ll ride with me, then my brother will take care of your vehicle.”

“Thanks, but I’ll ride with the tow truck,” she said.

“Are you always so argumentative?” Deputy Grayson asked.

“Not usually.” She’d never argued with her folks. Today had been her big day to break all the rules she’d grown up with. And what had it bought her? Potential jail time!

Nash put the woman’s nerves down to having wrecked and—by the looks of her—being late for a wedding.

Hers.

He found himself thinking it was too bad. She was pretty with long dark red hair tumbling around silky, smooth shoulders. A guy would be lucky to get a pretty thing like her for a wife.

“Is there someone I need to call?” he asked, holding out a hand to help her out of the vehicle. “I take it you might be late for a wedding.”

“No.” She glanced down at her dress and then up at him, her eyes wide, her bottom lip trembling. “I’m not late for a wedding. I…I changed my mind.”

A strange feeling of relief washed over Nash as she placed her hand in his and turned, edging bare feet out of the car door.

“Ma’am, do you have shoes somewhere beneath all of that dress?”

She shook her head and grimaced. “No. I kicked off my shoes as I ran out of the church.”

“Do you have a spare pair stowed in the trunk?”

Her eyes widened even more. “No!” She dipped down her head and continued in a more sedate tone. “I brought nothing with me. No purse, no suitcase. The trunk is empty. Really.”

“Then let me help you to my vehicle.” He leaned down and scooped her out of the car, lifting her into his arms, the dress billowing up around them both.

She squealed and looped an arm around his shoulders. “You don’t have to carry me. I can walk barefooted.”

“I can see that.” He tipped his head toward her scratched feet with the pretty, pale pink nail polish.

“Hey, Nash, whatcha got there?” Rider’s chuckle sounded from next to the wrecker.

Nash straightened with his load and faced his brother.

Rider, the closest in age to him of the Grayson brothers, sauntered toward them, a grin spreading across his face.

“Miss—” Damn, he hadn’t even gotten her name. “Ma’am, what’s your name?”

“Phoebe.” She chewed on her lip and then added, “Smith. Phoebe Smith.”

Something about her answer didn’t sit right, but Nash was more concerned about his brother’s dumbass grin. “Miss Smith’s had a minor fender bender in a rental vehicle. You’ll need to tow it to town, and contact the rental car company to see what they want to do about the crunched bumper and the flat tire.”

“Got it.” Rider tipped his cowboy hat and held out a hand to Phoebe. “Rider Grayson. Pleased to meet you.”

She took his hand and gave him a hesitant smile. “Pleasure’s mine.” She shot a glance at the car on the side of the road. “If you’d just tow it to town, I’ll call the rental car company and make arrangements for it from there.”

He touched the brim of his hat. “Yes, ma’am.”

“And I’ve already checked in the trunk,” she added. “There isn’t a spare. So no need to change the tire.”

“I’ll tow it, and let it sit until you give me further instructions. Uh, do you always dress this way for outings?” His gaze swept the dress, and he winked.

Her cheeks flushed and her arm tightened around Grayson’s neck. “No. Never.”

Ready to move on, Nash frowned at his brother. “If you’re done with the questions, I’ll escort Phoebe to town. We’ll see you there.”

Again, Rider touched the brim of his hat. “See you soon.”

Damn, Rider had that come-to-hell-with-me smile the ladies loved. By the way Phoebe blushed, she was no different. Didn’t Rider get it? The woman had skipped out on a wedding, leaving some poor schmuck standing at the altar, bride-less. She didn’t deserve sympathy.

Nash marched to his vehicle, juggled the woman in his arms to half-free a hand from the voluminous folds of the wedding dress and opened the back door. When he leaned down to place her on the seat, her arms locked around his neck and her cheek pressed against his.

“Deputy Grayson,” she whispered against his ear.

Her breath warmed Nash’s neck, and the scent of honeysuckle wrapped around his senses, making him pause to drag in a deep breath. “Ma’am.”

“Do I have to ride in the back?” she asked, her voice shaking. “Please, I don’t want to go to jail.”

He chuckled and straightened, leaning his head back to look into the most startlingly soft green eyes he’d ever seen. At that moment, they were the color of the moss that grew on the sides of the live oak trees. “It’s just to get you to town. Regulations state I can’t let anyone but another deputy, or the sheriff, ride up front.” He tipped his head toward the front passenger seat, filled with the usual mobile computer and electronics typical of modern police work. “Besides, there isn’t much room for you and your dress up front.” His lips pulled upward in a smile.

Phoebe chewed on her bottom lip for a moment and then nodded. “I guess it’s okay. I just…I never…rode in the back of a police car.”

“It’s no different than riding in the back seat of any other vehicle, except the child safety locks are engaged. I’ll have to let you out.”

She heaved a sigh, the rounded swells of her breasts rising and falling beneath Nash’s chin.

Damn, she smelled good, and he bet there was a gorgeous body to match the breasts, all hidden beneath the ridiculous amount of white fluffy material.

Nash deposited her on the back seat, almost dumping her like a bag of hot potatoes before he got too used to holding her against his body. He didn’t need complications in his life. Phoebe had complication written all over that pure white wedding dress.

Intent on taking her to town and dropping her off on the nearest sidewalk, he bundled all of the dress inside with her and slammed the back door. Hurrying around the side of the SUV, he glanced across at his brother, standing there with his arms crossed over his chest, that damned grin spreading across his face.

“What?” he demanded, his voice terse, his temper rising.

“Nothing. I just never pictured you carrying a bride.” Rider nodded. “Looks good on you, bro.”

“Shut up,” Nash bit out. “I’m just doing my job.”

Rider’s grin widened. “Uh-huh. She’s pretty, and apparently unattached.”

“And passing through.” Nash opened the driver’s side door, praying the woman in the back seat hadn’t heard his brother’s words. He didn’t want her to get the idea he was at all interested. She’d be gone as soon as she placed a call to whomever she had waiting back at the church.

Nash pulled out onto the road, radioed in to dispatch that he had a passenger and would be dropping her off at the garage. When he’d finished reporting in, he glanced at the woman in the back seat. Her face was pale, her pretty auburn hair a wind-blown mess and she kept chewing on her bottom lip. He found himself wanting to kiss the lip and make her stop worrying it.

Dragging his gaze back to the road ahead, he swerved to miss an escaped Brangus bull, wandering across the road. “Damn.” Again, he radioed to dispatch. “Call Raymond Rausch and tell him Francis is loose again. Remind him that he needs to fix the fence on the highway to keep that bull from crossing the road.”

“Roger.” Gretchen, the dispatcher, responded. “Someday someone will hit that damned bull.”

“I sure hope not. I doubt it would hurt the bull, but slamming into him would most likely kill the driver.”

“Exactly.” Gretchen asked for a mile marker sign and promised to call Rausch immediately.

As he entered town, Nash tried to push aside any feelings of guilt or empathy for the bride in the back seat. The best he could do was to find a telephone for her to make a call to her family back wherever she was from. They could come collect their runaway, and she would be on her way. “My brother has a phone at his shop. I can let you in to use it.” He glanced at her in the rearview mirror.

She lifted her chin. “Thank you, but I don’t want to call anyone.”

“Don’t you have family who can come get you?”

Frowning, she shook her head. “I’m not going back.”

Great. Now what was he supposed to do with her? “How about a friend?”

“I don’t have any friends,” she said, her voice firm, but the bottom lip she’d been chewing on trembled.

“Well, I can’t just leave you on the street.”

She glanced down at the ring on her finger and slipped it off. “Is there anywhere I can sell this ring? I’m sure it’s worth something.”

He pulled up in front of Rider’s garage and shifted into Park. “There is a pawn shop two blocks down. Joe might give you something for it.” Staring again at her in the rearview mirror, he added, “Are you sure you want to sell it? Is there no chance of reconciliation between you and your fiancé?”

Her face went another shade paler. “No chance at all.”

“I’m sorry to hear that.”

“Could you take me to the pawn shop?” She leaned forward, placing her hand on the back of the seat. “If I could sell the ring, I might be able to pay for a new tire.”

Already, this Good-Samaritan act was delaying him from getting off duty. But he couldn’t drop a barefoot bride on the street. He glanced over his shoulder. “Just so you know, I’m not a taxi service. But after the pawn shop, we’re going to the shoe shop with some of that money.”

She smiled, for the first time since he’d spotted her on the highway. “Thank you. I’m sorry to be so much trouble.” The smile slipped away and her gaze darted out the window.

At the pawn shop, Nash opened the back door for Phoebe. When he bent to lift her out, she placed a hand on his chest. A waft of honeysuckle filled his senses, scrambling his brain cells.

“I can walk. Going barefoot won’t kill me,” she pointed out.

A moment passed while heat radiated from her palm over his chest and throughout his body. Then he straightened, heat climbing up from the collar of his shirt. He held out a hand, instead. She placed hers in his and allowed him to pull her to her little bare feet with the pink toenail polish. When she stood beside him, the top of her head barely reached his shoulder.

Phoebe bent to gather her train, looped it over her arm and marched into the pawn shop, the sound of the material swishing as she moved louder than any sound her bare feet might have made on the concrete sidewalk.

Why he was thinking about the sound of her bare feet on concrete, Nash didn’t know. He dragged in a deep breath and followed her into the pawn shop.

“Deputy Grayson, where’d you find this pretty little thing?” Big, bald curmudgeon Joe Baumgartner grinned across the counter at Phoebe, holding the ring in his chubby fingers.

Nash couldn’t recall a time when Joe smiled, much less grinned. “On the highway. What can you do for her?”

The Joe Nash knew wiped the smile from his face, pulled out a jeweler’s loupe and stared down at the ring. “I don’t know that I can do much. I’m no expert, but this ain’t no diamond. I think it’s a cubic zirconia. I’d have to send it to my cousin in Dallas to be sure.”

Phoebe’s brows dipped. “Cubic zirconia? You’re kidding, right?” She focused those pretty green eyes on the old man, tears pooling to make them even greener. “Is it worth anything?”

Joe shrugged. “Might be worth twenty-five bucks for the gold.”

Nash watched as Phoebe seemed to shrink into her dress, her eyes rounding like a puppy in the animal shelter.

“Is that all?”

The shop owner nodded.

She fingered the locket at her throat. “What about this locket?”

The pawn shop owner shook his head, reached beneath the cabinet, pulled out a tray full of antique lockets and laid it on the counter. “Can’t sell the ones I have.”

Phoebe’s crushed look hit Nash in the gut. Damn. “Is that all you can do, Joe?”

Joe tipped his head, staring at the ring in Phoebe’s hand. “Twenty-five is really more than I think I can sell it for.” He raised his hands, palms upward. “Take it, or leave it.”

“I’ll take it,” Phoebe said, her voice barely above a whisper.

The pawn shop owner counted out the bills and handed them to Phoebe. “Sorry I couldn’t give you more.”

She handed him the ring. “You did the best you could. Thank you.” Phoebe turned away, her bare feet tripping over the train she’d let fall to the floor.

Nash dove forward, caught her and lifted her in his arms.

Old Joe rounded the counter and helped pile her dress on top of her. “Good luck, missy. Hope that jerk who stiffed you gets what he deserves.”

Phoebe shot a wide-eyed glance at Joe and stuttered, “Th-thank you.” She wadded the bills in her hand and turned to Nash. “Ready?”

He nodded. As he carried her through the door, her scent wafted beneath his nose. Nash nearly groaned out loud. He had to get her situated soon.

She leaned down and opened the back door of the SUV.

Nash settled her onto the seat and helped her gather as much of the dress as he could, shoving the folds into the vehicle. Finally, he was able to shut the door, figuring he had maybe five more minutes before Rider arrived with her car in tow. If he could wrap this up quickly, he could have her off his hands sooner rather than later.

Feeling like a chauffeur to the rich, he drove the SUV to the only shoe store in town. Sighing, he got out, opened the back door and waited while she got out, the ridiculous dress swelling around her. If anything, it appeared to be getting bigger.

She tiptoed into the store and crossed to the nearest display of sensible shoes.

Lola, the shoe storeowner, hurried from the back toward Phoebe like a hawk swooping in to claim its prey. When she spotted Nash, she stopped in her tracks, her eyes widening, her dark red lips curling into a smile. “Nash, honey, what can I help you with?” She altered her direction from Phoebe to Nash.

Nash ground his back teeth together.

Though nice enough, Lola had made it clear she had her heart set on Chance, Nash’s older brother. Never mind Lola was easily twenty years older than Chance. Her behavior was a constant source of pain for Chance, and he’d told her on more than one occasion he wasn’t interested. Unfortunately, Lola refused to take no for an answer.

Lola touched Nash’s arm. “Where’s that brother of yours?”

“I imagine he’s sleeping. He worked last night.”

“Mmm.” Lola ran her fingers down his chest, tapping the buttons one at a time. “You Grayson men are all so…so…delicious. And men in uniform are so very hard to resist.” Her hand dropped lower, catching on his belt buckle.

Easing back an inch, he captured her hand before she could get her claws into him. “Lola, could you please help Miss Smith find a pair of shoes? She seems to have left the church without hers.”

Lola blinked and turned toward the only other person in the store. “Oh, a customer. How nice of you to bring her to me.” She batted her eyelashes up at Nash. “I’m available tonight, if you’d like to show me your…badge.”

“Not interested, Lola.” He turned her toward Phoebe. “Please, help Miss Smith.”

Lola pouted, but pasted a smile on her face. “What can I get you, sweetie?”

Phoebe, her cheeks a rosy shade of pink, pointed at a pair of serviceable boat shoes. “I just need something to wear.”

“Oh, honey, those won’t go with the dress.” Lola plucked a pair of rhinestone-studded stilettos from a display shelf. “How about these?”

“I’m not interested in high heels. I need something I can work in. I need to find a job as soon as possible.”

“Oh, dear heart, you can work in any shoes I sell here. It all depends on what kind of work you’re interested in.”

Phoebe’s brows furrowed.

Nash stepped forward. “Lola, she just needs to be able to walk.” He lifted a tennis shoe from a display shelf. “What can she get for twenty-five dollars?”

Lola blinked. “Nash, you know I can’t discount my inventory that much. I have to pay the rent.”

“You don’t have anything for under twenty-five?” Nash’s hopes of being home in time for dinner were quickly fizzling.

“The only shoes I sell for that price are children’s sizes.” She glanced at Phoebe’s feet and tipped her head. “Your feet are small, but I don’t think they’re quite that small.”

Phoebe held out the bills. “I only have twenty-five dollars. I need shoes and something to wear besides this dress, so that I can find a job and a place to stay.”

“An admirable goal.” Lola tapped a finger to her chin. “There’s a thrift store behind the fire station. If you don’t mind secondhand clothing, you can make that twenty-five go a lot farther than one pair of my cheapest shoes. And the proceeds from the sales go toward the women’s shelter.”

Nash shook his head. “I forgot about the thrift store.”

“I know how it feels to get out of a bad relationship. At least you got smart before you said I do.”

Phoebe gave her a shaky smile.

Lola touched her arm. “Sweetie, I have an apartment over my garage, if you’re interested.”

Phoebe’s face brightened. “I am.” Just as quickly, the light faded. “But I don’t have any money.”

Lola wrapped an arm around her. “I can waive the first month’s rent if you’re willing to clean it yourself. I’ve been using it as a place to store Christmas decorations for the shop.”

“Thank you.” The young bride nodded. “I’ll do whatever it takes.”

“Good.” Lola backed up a step. “Go find some shoes and clothes. I’ll have a key for you when you get back.”

Nash wasn’t so sure he was happy Lola had offered the woman a place to stay. If he had his way, he would have bundled Phoebe onto a bus headed back the way she came. Now it appeared she was staying in town a little longer.

“Come on. We need to get to the thrift shop before they close.” Nash grabbed Phoebe’s hand. At the contact with her hand, an electric charge raced up his arm. He told himself it was nothing. This woman was a stranger. An almost bride, who’d almost married another man, and probably wasn’t staying in Hellfire any longer than it took to figure out the town was too small for her. Most young people moved on, finding the town too cramped and the community too nosey.

Yeah, she’d be gone before the week was out.

No worries, right?

That warm rush of sensations coursing through his veins was in reaction to the hot Texas sun, not the hot little bride holding his hand.

Keep telling yourself that, Nash. Keeping telling yourself. Doing so wouldn’t make it true.


Chapter Three
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As Phoebe eased past Deputy Grayson, she caught a whiff of his cologne. No…not really cologne, but the fresh scent of soap, the outdoors and one hundred percent male. No other man she’d been around made her heart skip several beats and then rush into a pounding frenzy.

She was embarrassed, overwrought and afraid of going to jail. At least that was her excuse for the way her breath caught and her pulse pounded whenever the deputy put his hands on her.

In a hurry to move past him, she wasn’t paying much attention to the ground at her feet—not that she could see it below the yards of taffeta and tulle. Why had she picked this dress? She missed the step down from the curb, stumbled and felt a sharp stabbing pain on her big toe. “Ouch!” Phoebe’s knees buckled. She would have fallen except for the big hand that grabbed her elbow and held her up.

“Are you okay?” Grayson bent over her, his brows knit.

She shook her head and pulled the skirt of her dress away from her foot. Deep red blood dripped onto the bright white of the wedding gown still draped across the ground. “I must have stepped on glass or something.”

“Is it still in your foot?” he asked, bending closer to study her bleeding toe. “Well, damn. You can’t go bleeding all over town.” Once again, he scooped her into his arms.

That familiar scent of him wrapped around her with his arms. Phoebe’s heartbeat did that quirky thing of stopping and then pounding hard as if she were racing for a finish line. “I’m so sorry to be such a mess. I didn’t think before I left…” She shook her head. Tears welled in her eyes. Before one could drop, she glanced away, refusing to appear weak in front of such a strong, virile man. If she wanted to be independent, she sure as hell had to start acting like it. “Put me down. I can manage.”

“The hell you can.” He juggled her body and opened the back door to the SUV, setting her on the seat. Then he pointed a finger. “Stay.” Before she could respond, he turned toward the rear of the vehicle and opened the hatch.

“I’m not a dog,” Phoebe grumbled. Just like her father, the deputy had given her a command and expected her to follow it. If she weren’t bleeding and barefoot, she’d get her ass out of the back of Grayson’s vehicle and march right out of his life. But she was bleeding…and barefoot. As Grayson appeared, Phoebe’s stomach rumbled loudly. And hungry.

It didn’t seem possible, but the deputy’s frown deepened. “How long has it been since you’ve eaten?”

Phoebe didn’t want to think about food. She had a dead fiancé in the trunk of a stolen car. An even louder burble sounded from her belly. Pressing a hand to the tight wedding dress, she shrugged. “Yesterday evening at the rehearsal dinner,” she answered, although she hadn’t really touched the expensive filet mignon the chef prepared for her and the rest of her bridal party.

Sitting at the table with Ryan on one side and her father on the other, her mother across the table from her, laughing and flirting with one of her father’s business partners, Phoebe had experienced a wave of panic. Her stomach knotted and her hands clenched in her lap. She was marrying a man her father had selected. A man she’d dated and kissed several times, but she really didn’t know. How had she let this happen?

“Hey, it’s not all that bad. Just a little cut.” Deputy Grayson glanced up from the first-aid kit he laid on the ground.

Phoebe bit her bottom lip to keep it from trembling. So much for being tough and independent. “I’m okay. Really.”

“Trying to convince me?” He glanced up, his mouth quirking upward on one corner. “Or yourself?”

She laughed, though it sounded more like a sob. “Ever have one of those days that goes wrong in so many ways your head spins?”

He snorted. “As a sheriff’s deputy and a ranch owner, yes. More often than you can imagine.”

Phoebe stared down at the top of his cowboy hat as he bent to open the first aid kit. “You own a ranch?”

He nodded, extracting an alcohol prep pad. “My brothers and I own a ranch close to town. We run cattle and horses.”

“And you’re a deputy?”

He shrugged and tore open the packet. “I like to keep busy since coming home from the war.” He lifted her foot in one of his big hands and studied the cut. “I don’t see anything embedded in the wound.”

Phoebe wiggled her toes. “I can’t feel any.”

“This might sting a little.” He touched the alcohol-soaked pad to the pad of her toe.

A sharp flash of pain ripped through her toe. Phoebe instinctively gasped and jerked back her foot.

Grayson held her foot firmly in his hand and waited for her to relax. “Ready?”

She braced herself and nodded. “Just do it.”

He cleaned the wound and applied a sterile bandage. Then he tucked her into the back of the vehicle. “Let’s find some shoes, before you cut another toe.” He closed the door, effectively locking her in the SUV.

Phoebe sat in the back seat, her foot and leg tingling from the deputy’s gentle touch. Shoes, clothes and then she had to find a way to get out of Hellfire. The deputy was proving to be far too attractive. For a woman who should have been married by now, she was having highly inappropriate thoughts about a virtual stranger.

The handsome deputy stowed the kit in the trunk and climbed into the driver’s seat. Without a word, he drove a couple blocks, turned and parked in front of another building.

Phoebe grabbed the door handle and tried to open it, remembering at the last minute it was locked.

He opened it. Instead of backing away to let her get out on her own, he bent and lifted her into his arms.

Rather than argue, Phoebe draped an arm around his neck and sighed. As soon as she had a pair of shoes, she could get around on her own. She didn’t need this man’s arms to carry her everywhere. Though they were solid, and muscular, and so very strong…

He backed through the door and carried her inside. “Peg, I have a customer for you.”

A small, athletic woman with graying strawberry blond hair leaned out from a rack of blue jeans. “Oh, hi, Nash.” She blinked, doing a double-take. “What on earth have you got there? Did I not get an invite to the wedding?” She grinned.

Nash’s jaw tightened. “I picked up this stray on the highway into town. I don’t suppose you could help her find some shoes to fit?”

Phoebe frowned. “I’m not a stray, and I can speak for myself.” She glared up at him. “Please, put me down.”

He set her on her feet. “You’re in capable hands. Peg will help you with whatever you need.”

With her weight balanced on her good foot, Phoebe gathered her dress around her. “Thank you.” She turned her attention to a large room with row upon row of clothes racks and felt overwhelmed. “Oh, dear, where should I start?”

Peg’s smile disappeared. “Sweetheart, let me help you.” She held out her hand. “Margaret Clayton. Most folks around here call me Peg.”

Phoebe took her hand. “Phoebe…S-Smith.” She glanced around. “I need shoes and clothes I can work in.” She held out the bills in her hand. “Whatever I can get for twenty-five dollars.”

Peg curled her hand around Phoebe’s without taking the money. “Honey, you keep your money. This thrift shop supports the women’s shelter. From the looks of you, I’d say you could use a little of that support right now.” She hooked a hand in the crook of Phoebe’s elbow and herded her toward a rack of clothes.

For the first time since he’d come across Phoebe on the side of the road, Nash was more than four feet away from her. As soon as she left his side, he felt a void where she’d been. When he should have been breathing a sigh of relief and stepping outside into the fresh Texas air, he stood rooted to the tile floor, wondering what the hell was wrong with him. Rescuing a damsel in distress must have some kind of residual protective instinct. That had to be it. He pushed his hat back on his head, semi-satisfied with his reasoning.

Then why hadn’t he had the same feeling when he’d rescued Maggie Parker from her abusive boyfriend? She was young and as pretty as Phoebe. Maggie was a friend. He knew her and he didn’t know Phoebe. Yet, he hadn’t felt this weird sense of territorial claim or belonging he was feeling toward the runaway bride who kept looking back, as if afraid he’d leave her stranded in the thrift shop.

Nash spun on his boot heels and started for the exit and clear, country air. He had his hand on the door when he made the mistake of looking over his shoulder.

Peg had disappeared in the maze of clothes racks.

Phoebe stood with her wedding dress bunched in her arms, her gaze on him, her eyes round and scared.

Damn.

Instead of pushing through the door, he stopped, turned his back to the windows and leaned against the doorframe, crossing his arms as if he had all day to wait for Phoebe to get dressed in something besides that billowing poof of a wedding dress. He nodded toward her, keeping his face set and serious.

Phoebe’s shoulders relaxed, and she turned toward Peg, who approached with an armload of denim.

“Start with these. I guessed your size.” She was back in a moment with blouses of all shapes and colors. Like a child’s automated toy, Peg darted left and right, ducking in and out of racks, until she had a shopping cart filled with a mound of clothing and another filled with shoes.

At the sight, Nash groaned and chanced a glance at his watch. He keyed his mic and spoke into the radio on his shoulder. “Gretchen, could you notify the office I’ll be delayed another thirty minutes to an hour?”

“Sure, honey. Any problems? Need backup?”

Did he need backup? Hell yeah! A runaway bride, whose gaze could melt him in his tracks, was something he had never come up against. And by against…her warm, curvy body pressed to his had left a definite impression. “No. I don’t need backup,” he said, his voice a little harsher than he’d intended. He didn’t need backup. He needed someone else to take over so he could run as far away as possible.

Hell. And that really wasn’t an option. Not when she finally emerged from the dressing room wearing a pair of slim-fitting jeans that clung to her body like a second skin. Those and a pale green, short-sleeved sweater that hugged the rounded swell of her breasts and narrow waist had Nash shifting on his boots, wishing he could adjust the fit of his trousers to accommodate what the sight of her was doing to his libido.

Sweet Jesus!

In the wedding dress, she was a tiny fairy princess enveloped in clouds of poofy cotton candy. In the jeans, light green sweater, and a pair of gently scuffed, brown cowboy boots she was the girl next door, only better and somehow more real. She’d pulled the remaining pins and her long auburn hair fell around her shoulders in wild waves.

When she turned her gaze to meet his, Nash’s breath caught and held.

Alarm bells rang out in his head. Warning! Warning! Had he listened, he’d have run the other way. Peg would have seen that Phoebe got a ride to Lola’s apartment or the women’s shelter. Nash had no obligation to stick around and see her to her next destination.

His feet wouldn’t budge from the floor. He couldn’t breathe, much less move when she gazed at him with those eyes the soft green of spring hay.

Peg held out a bag bulging with other items of clothing and another with several pairs of shoes. When Phoebe extended the twenty-five dollars, Peg lifted her hand and shook her head. “Take them. Pay it forward when you get on your feet.”

“Thank you so very much,” Phoebe said. “I’ll pay you back as soon as I can.”

“What do you want me to do with the wedding dress?” Peg asked, tilting her head toward the dressing room.

“Keep it, sell it, or burn it. I have no use for the thing.”

“Consider it payment for the items you’re taking with you.” Peg smiled. “I’m sure it more than covers them. And you look wonderful and ready to take on life on your own terms.”

Phoebe hugged Peg and turned to Nash, her eyes swimming in unshed tears. “I’m ready.” She squared her shoulders, even as her bottom lip trembled. She sucked it between her teeth and lifted her chin.

He swallowed past the tightening in his throat and resisted the urge to gather Phoebe in his arms, to protect her from the world and feel this whole new woman, free of the wedding dress, pressed against his body. But resist, he did. To hold her now would start a landslide of something he was sure would bury him completely. One thing was certain, he wouldn’t emerge unscathed. Outside the thrift shop, he held the SUV door for Phoebe.

She slid in, drawing in her slim legs like a celebrity, or someone used to riding in the back seat of a limousine.

Nash blinked. That thought tugged at his memory. With her hair down and that ridiculous dress gone, she appeared somewhat familiar. He’d seen that face before, but he couldn’t put his finger on where. “Should I know you?”

Her eyes widened, and she turned away. “I don’t see how. We just met today.”

His gaze narrowed, as if by squinting he could pinpoint that memory of where he’d seen her before. For a long moment, he stared at her profile. Finally, he shook his head. “Guess I’m mistaken.”

“Yes,” she said, her voice breathy. “Perhaps so.”

He shut the door, rounded the vehicle to the driver’s side and climbed in. He glanced at her in the rearview mirror. “Were you at the last rodeo in Fort Worth?”

Phoebe shook her head and stared out the window, fingering the locket at her throat. “No.”

“Where are you from?” he asked, surprised he hadn’t asked before. What kind of deputy was he, anyway?

“Does it matter?” She continued to stare out the window, allowing a long strand of hair to swing forward and block her eyes from his view. “I’m sure you have better things to do than chauffeur me around. Likely Lola will be waiting for my return.”

A non-answer. Nash’s eyes narrowed. He supposed she wasn’t in a hurry to let her folks know where she’d run to, nor did she want a well-meaning sheriff’s deputy to notify her family of her whereabouts.

Nash shifted into reverse, backing out of the parking lot. Two minutes later, he pulled into the parking lot of Lola’s shoe store.

Lola hurried out, locked the door behind her and held up a key. “I have the key to the apartment.”

“Good.” Just a few more minutes and he could wash his hands of the runaway bride. Nash tipped his cowboy hat at the older woman. He turned in the driver’s seat, and tilted his head toward the rear of the vehicle where Phoebe sat. “Do you want to ride in the back, or take your own vehicle?”

“Any other time, I’d die for a chance to ride in the backseat of your squad car.” She winked at Nash. “I have to get back fairly quickly. I’m expecting a delivery at any time. But I’ll take a rain check if you promise to use the handcuffs.”

Nash shook his head. “Lola, you know I can’t play with the cuffs. They’re for real police business.”

Lola pouted. “I could pretend to be a lady of the evening, and you could arrest me for soliciting.” She plumped her ample breasts, the girls nearly spilling out of her tight sweater and the bra that could barely contain them. “I’ll even let you frisk me.”

Nash tried not to smile and thus encourage the woman’s naughty behavior. “As tempting as that sounds, I have to decline. Besides, I thought you liked fire fighters better.”

“Oh, I do. They are so very…hot.” She fanned her cheek with her hand. “But lawmen are a close second.”

Phoebe’s gaze shot from Lola to Nash and back during the entire exchange.

Nash sighed. The bride would wonder what she was getting into with Hellfire’s infamous Lola. The middle-aged woman loved to flirt. Since her husband passed away and left her with a comfortable insurance stipend, she enjoyed playing the field and hitting on all the single young men and some of the older men in town. Sometimes she was annoying, but mostly she was harmless. Just lonely.

Nash drove the few short blocks, parked in front of Lola’s house, got out and opened the door for Phoebe.

Phoebe climbed out, and stared at the pretty charcoal-gray craftsman-style cottage with a detached garage set back at the end of a long driveway.

Lola zoomed up the street in a bright orange Corvette, skidding to a stop in the driveway. She jumped out and held out a key. “What do you think of the place?”

“I love your house,” Phoebe said.

“I kind of like it too.” Lola smiled. “Come on. You might not like the apartment as much. I haven’t been in it since Christmas. I’m not sure how big a mess it is.”

“I can handle it,” Phoebe said, determined to make it work. With no other option presenting itself and no money to live on, she had to take what she could get.

“If you want to work for me as a housekeeper, I could use help once a week. The shop keeps me pretty busy.”

Nash cleared his throat. “If you are comfortable with Miss Lola, I’m off duty and need to check in at the station.”

Phoebe drew her bottom lip between her teeth and stared up into his eyes. “Thank you so much for all you’ve done. I hope I can repay your kindness some day.”

He tipped his cowboy hat, suddenly reluctant to leave her, but he didn’t have a reason to stay. “Not necessary. It’s part of my job.” Nodding to Lola, he gave her a brief smile. “Let me know if you two need anything. You know how to get a hold of me.”

With that, he turned and hurried away. Yes, he wanted to stay and make sure Phoebe was settled into the garage apartment, but she wasn’t his responsibility and the more he was around her, the more he wanted to stay with her. Not good. Not good at all.

He wasn’t in the market for a girlfriend and though she said she wasn’t going back to where she came from, there wasn’t much in Hellfire to keep her here. He was better off walking away.

Almost to the SUV, he reached for the door handle when footsteps crunched on the gravel and a soft voice stopped him.

“Deputy Grayson?”

He turned to stare down into those soft green eyes, his pulse ratcheting up. “Yes, Miss Smith?”

“Thank you.” She touched his arm. “And no matter what happens, I promise I’m not a bad person.” She flung her arms around his neck and kissed his cheek. Then she turned and ran back to where Lola stood, a grin stretching the older woman’s dark lipstick-covered mouth.

Warmth rushed through Nash and tingling spread from where Phoebe’s lips had touched his cheek. He raised a hand to the spot and stared at the woman, a frown pulling his brows downward.

He hadn’t begun the day with the intent of finding a runaway bride stranded on the side of the road. Scenarios like that were only found in those unrealistic romance novels women liked reading. No. He hadn’t asked for a kiss. But now that she’d done it, she couldn’t undo it, and he couldn’t unfeel it.

Nash gave a curt nod, turned and fought to keep from leaping into his SUV, though he knew running away wouldn’t get him away from the haunting look of the pretty redhead with the eyes the color of the soft green moss.

In the few short hours he’d known Phoebe Smith, she’d crawled beneath his defenses.

Damn.

So distracted by the kiss he couldn’t think straight, Nash pulled out of Lola’s drive without looking and almost backed into a black four-door sedan that had slowed on the street in front of Lola’s house. When Nash finally glanced in the rearview mirror, he slammed his foot on the brake, stopping the big SUV mere inches from the sedan.

The driver must have been shaken by the near-miss, because he goosed his accelerator and peeled off a layer of his tires on the hot Texas pavement, screaming away from Nash’s vehicle.

Nash slammed his palm against the steering wheel. “Damn!” How could he be so careless? He gave himself a firm shake, looked both ways, with one last glance at the two women staring from halfway down the driveway and pulled into the empty street. Phoebe Smith was a distraction he could not afford. Not now. Or ever. He’d been down that twisted path before and it only led to heartbreak.


Chapter Four
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When Deputy Grayson pulled out of the driveway, Phoebe’s heart clenched in her chest. He’d been the rock in her extremely turbulent day. Though he didn’t know half of what she’d gone through, and had yet to deal with, he’d seen that she got the proper clothing and shoes, met a woman who could put her up in her own apartment and he’d even doctored her cut toe.

Maybe she was putting him up on a white horse, with the halo-effect of a knight in shining armor, but she had been so grateful for the help when she’d needed it most. Unfortunately, the one person who’d helped her most would also be the one who’d ultimately arrest her and charge her with murder once his brother opened the trunk of the rental car and discovered the body of her fiancé.

What had made her run after the deputy, she didn’t know. But as he’d walked away, Phoebe couldn’t let him go without telling him what his actions meant to her. And the kiss…

It was only a kiss on the cheek. Nothing more than a woman would give a father or brother. Though the feelings she’d had when Grayson had held her in his arms were anything but sisterly.

When he’d nearly backed into the dark sedan, Phoebe stifled a scream. She let go of the breath caught in her throat when the sedan sped away and the deputy pulled out of the drive. Pressing a hand to her chest in a useless attempt to slow her thundering pulse, she sucked in a deep breath and released it slowly.

“Nash is quite the heartthrob, isn’t he?” a voice said beside her.

Phoebe turned to face Lola, shocked she’d forgotten the woman was even there. “I’m sorry?”

“Nash.” Lola nodded toward the disappearing SUV. “Deputy Grayson.” She grinned. “His first name is Nash. He’s one of the four Grayson brothers. Every last one of them is tall, dark and so handsome they’ll make your panties damp.”

Heat rose in Phoebe’s cheeks at Lola’s words, and her belly clenched. She’d met two of the four and knew at least half of the truth of what Lola was saying. “There are four of them?”

Lola nodded, her gaze also following the sheriff deputy’s vehicle. “I’d give my left breast to be twenty years younger.” She sighed. “But I always say, I might be weathered, but this old hearth still has a scorching flame burning inside.” With a shrug, she sighed. “And it doesn’t hurt to flirt.” With a wink, she turned toward the garage apartment. “If you don’t like the place, I can put you up in my spare bedroom until you find something you like better.”

“I’ll just be happy to have a roof over my head.” And as soon as she could find Rider Grayson’s auto repair shop, she’d do something about getting rid of the body in the trunk of the rental car.

Lola led the way up the stairs and unlocked the door of the garage apartment. Inside were stacks of cardboard boxes, plastic containers and strands of colored lights. “When my husband was alive, we rented out the apartment. After he passed and our tenant moved out, I didn’t want to fool with it.”

Phoebe turned to Lola, her heart constricting. “Oh. I’m so sorry for your loss.”

Lola gave her a gentle smile with her bright red lips. The brightness of her gaze dimmed a little. “It’s been five years, and not a day goes by that I don’t think of him. He was my everything—my soulmate. But he made me promise that if anything happened to him, I shouldn’t stop loving life and I should get on with living. Maybe find me another man to fill my days and heart.” She snorted. “I haven’t found one who gets me like George did.” She winked. “But I’m trying. I’ve had my sights set on the Grayson boys.”

Phoebe’s chest pinched and she frowned. She didn’t have any hold over Nash Grayson. But the thought of any other woman with him made her fingers curl into fists. She glanced down at her bunched hands, perplexed. She’d never felt that way about Ryan. Nor had she felt like Lola felt about her dead husband. Ryan had been a man her father and mother had chosen for her.

Being the dutiful daughter, whose peers had all landed successful matches, Phoebe had let the wave of her familial obligations sweep her along. And where had that gotten her? In a relationship she regretted and now facing a potential murder rap. She really needed to get to the auto repair shop as soon as possible.

Lola led the way into the apartment chatting all the way.

Phoebe followed, barely hearing a word the woman said until she stepped through the door.

“The nice thing about living here is that you’re only a couple blocks from the sheriff’s office and fire station.” Lola’s lips curled into a secretive smile. “And you know what that means.”

Phoebe came back to the present with a frown. “No. What does that mean?” Other than it wouldn’t take long for a deputy to get there once they found the body in the trunk of the rental car. A cool chill rippled across her skin.

“The fire fighters arrive in less than three minutes, if you have an emergency.”

“You know this because…?” Phoebe queried.

Lola glanced toward the sky. “You could say I’ve had an emergency or two.” She spun to face Phoebe. “They’re like clockwork. Three minutes on the dot.” With a quick glance around, she grimaced. “It is a mess, but the bed is somewhere in the corner and a small balcony juts off the back if you get claustrophobic. I think the former owners had the apartment made up for their grown son as a weaning off option before he got a place of his own. When it’s not full of junk, the space is kind of cozy. You have your own kitchenette and small refrigerator, if you can find them.”

“I’m sure I’ll be fine.” Phoebe tried not to think of the cobwebs hanging from the rafters. And, really, how hard could it be to knock down a few spider webs or clean up a little dust? Lots of people did it. Phoebe shivered. As the daughter of a very wealthy man, she’d never had to clean her own room. Even in college, her father had hired a maid to clean her apartment.

Straightening her shoulders, she told herself it would be an adventure, a chance to learn and grow as a person free of her parents’ expectations. She could do this.

“As for the boxes, I suppose you could move them to the garage. I’d help, but I have a ton of new inventory I’m sorting through at the shop. I need to get it on the shelves as soon as possible.”

“Oh.” Phoebe turned to Lola. “Do you need help? I can deal with this at another time.”

Lola patted Phoebe’s arm. “You need to stay here and find the bed. I’m sure that it’ll take a little time pulling off the dustcovers. Open the windows and let in some sunlight and fresh air. I’ll bring up fresh sheets before I head back to the shop.”

Lola left her standing among the stacks of boxes, all of her worldly goods crammed into a couple of plastic bags and the pathetic twenty-five dollars wadded in her jeans pocket. The task of moving, sorting and cleaning seemed overwhelming. After all the other things she’d been through that day, the tasks were par for the course. She could stand there feeling sorry for herself, or get to work and make some sense out of her life.

She changed into a slightly faded T-shirt from her bag of clothes and went to work moving boxes from the apartment down to the garage. By the time she’d made her way through fifteen of them, she was cursing her personal trainer for insisting on spin class instead of the stair climber. Her hamstrings were screaming, and her back hurt like it never hurt before. The kicker was that she considered herself in fairly good shape. If she ever went back to that gym in Fort Worth, she’d be sure to ask for a refund of her father’s money.

All the while Phoebe worked, she waited for the shoe to drop and Ryan’s body to be discovered. Every time she heard a siren, she tensed and waited for the wailing to swing her way and stop in the gravel driveway of Lola’s house.

Good to her word, Lola had delivered a set of clean sheets, towels and a couple sampler bottles of shampoo and body wash that looked like the kind hotels offered their guests. By the time the sun dropped below the horizon, Phoebe was hot, sweaty, and physically and mentally exhausted.

She had a pretty good path through to the kitchenette and could squeeze past old furniture she couldn’t lift to get to the tiny bathroom and shower. Though the window air conditioner worked, the old unit had struggled to cool the small apartment in the heat of the Texas summer afternoon.

Too tired to care how small the shower stall was, Phoebe stripped out of the dirty clothing and stepped beneath the spray, shocked by the chill of the water. Apparently, the water heater wasn’t working or hadn’t been turned on. But after a moment or two, the cold water felt great against her sweat-soaked skin.

Once she stepped out of the shower, she almost felt human. Dressed in a clean pair of jeans, a dark blouse and a pair of gently worn running shoes, she exited the apartment, so hungry she couldn’t think straight. First, she’d find food and then the auto repair shop where the rental car had been taken. If she was lucky, Rider hadn’t searched the trunk for a spare. If she was even luckier, the tire would be magically intact and inflated. She’d be able to drive the rental car away to dispose of Ryan’s body or ditch the car somewhere and walk back to her new life in Hellfire.

A cold sense of dread chilled her in the late afternoon gloom. How had Ryan ended up in that trunk? He hadn’t fallen in and suffered a heart attack. The man had been fit, active and too young for clogged arteries. Which indicated someone had offed him and shoved him into the trunk.

Guilt tore at Phoebe. She was upset at her fiancé’s demise. But not heartbroken. Sure, she felt awful that he was dead. But her sense of relief that she didn’t have to marry him was just as strong. Still, she hadn’t wished him dead. Just unavailable to marry her. God, was she becoming a cold-hearted bitch like her mother could be? Leaving that world behind had been the best decision she could have made. But with no money, no identification and no prospects of a job, she was navigating uncharted waters and afraid she would be swept under.

She walked two blocks to Main Street, passing by quaint little mom-and-pop stores, finally coming across Bob’s Diner. The undeniable scent of food wafting out of the establishment almost brought Phoebe to her knees. With the last bit of her waning strength, she pushed open the door and entered, her mouthwatering.

“Sit where you like,” a female voice called out.

Phoebe glanced around at the black-and-white checkered floor, shiny red booth seats and chrome bar and managed to stagger to an empty booth in the far right corner. She reached for the laminated menu wedged between the napkin holder and the salt and pepper shakers and stared at the array of potential entrees, her stomach aching with the need for nourishment.

“Honey, what can I getcha?” A middle-aged waitress, dressed in a fifties-style, pink skirt and top, bobbysocks, saddle shoes and a ribbon holding her hair back, stopped next to her table. “The meatloaf is fresh out of the oven and one of Bob’s best.”

“Sounds wonderful.” With only twenty-five dollars to last until she landed a job, she had to be sparing with her money, something completely new to her lifestyle. “But I’d rather have the grilled cheese sandwich and a glass of tap water.” She set the menu back where she’d found it and smiled up at the waitress. If she was very careful, she might make the little bit of money last until the end of the week, at which time she’d better have a plan in place to get more, or she’d starve.

“Are you the young woman who moved into Lola’s garage?”

Her cheeks heating, Phoebe nodded.

“Word gets around in small towns.” The waitress grinned, wiped her hand on the white apron covering her pink skirt and held it out. “Judy Johnson.”

Phoebe took the other woman’s hand. “Phoebe Smith. Nice to meet you.”

“Let me know if you need anything. Most everyone knows everyone else, and we help each other out. ‘Specially when they’re down and out.”

Phoebe couldn’t help but feel a little embarrassed. She’d never had to worry about money, and she’d never had to ask for help. She glanced around the diner. “You wouldn’t happen to know anyone who might be hiring, would you? I need a job.”

“What kind of experience do you have?” Judy asked.

Experience? Hell, she’d never held a job. With a degree in home economics, she wasn’t sure how her coursework would translate to anything there in Hellfire, she shook her head. “I don’t have any experience.”

The waitress frowned and touched her chin. “I’d say apply here, but Bob’s got all the wait staff he needs.” She tilted her head and stared at the far left corner of the building, tapping her chin. Finally, she straightened, her eyes widening. “How about the Ugly Stick Saloon?”

“Ugly Stick Saloon?” What kind of place had a name like that?

“Sure! Audrey Anderson owns it. Only thing is it’s out on the county line. You got a car?”

Phoebe almost answered yes, until she remembered the car she had was a rental she didn’t own, and a dead man occupied the trunk. Her shoulders slumped, along with her hopes. “No.”

Judy tapped the end of her pen to her chin. “Hmm. There’s always the chance one of the other waitresses could give you a ride if your shifts match.” She wrote a number on her order pad and ripped off a page. “Here’s her phone number. It’s worth giving her a call. Audrey always needs waitresses and the tips are good. A lot better than here.” She winked. “I’d work there myself, but I’m getting too old for the late nights.”

Phoebe folded the paper and slipped it into her jeans pocket. She’d give this Audrey person a call when she found a phone she could use for free.

Judy had turned and walked a few steps when she spun back around. “In case you don’t have a phone, you can use the one on the counter.” She walked away, pointing at the phone as she passed it on her way to the kitchen with Phoebe’s order.

The waitress’s smile was so warm and friendly Phoebe’s throat thickened and her eyes stung.

So far, the people she’d met in Hellfire had bent over backward to help her. Would they be as open and friendly if they knew what was in the trunk of the rental car?

Phoebe pushed back her shoulders and stood. She’d just have to make sure they didn’t find out. And if she could get a job at the Ugly Stick Saloon, she might not have to get in touch with her father to have him or her mother send her wallet with her identification. She could request it from the DMV and avoid letting her family know where she was until she was good and ready to reveal her location. Hopefully, after she proved she could live on her own, without her father’s money or connections.

With her newfound freedom and independence stiffening her backbone, she marched to the counter, lifted the phone and entered the phone number for Audrey Anderson.

After only one ring, a female voice answered. “This is Audrey.”

Never having interviewed for a job, much less over the phone, Phoebe’s brain froze, and she struggled to come up with an introduction. Finally, she said, “Hi, I’m Phoebe.”

Audrey chuckled, the sound was warm and friendly. “Well, Phoebe, what can I do for you?”

She glanced around the diner, her gaze meeting Judy’s.

The waitress smiled again and nodded.

Gestures that gave Phoebe the courage to forge on. “I’m new in town, and I was wondering if you needed any help at the…” what was the name of the place?

“At the Ugly Stick?” Audrey assisted. “As a matter of fact, I’m short two waitresses tonight. I’m filling in for one of them, but I could use another. Talk about great timing. Do you own a pair of denim cut-offs?”

Frayed cut-offs had been one of the items Peg had insisted she select. Phoebe answered, “Yes.”

“Can you be here in an hour?”

Audrey didn’t waste time. “I could, if I could get a ride.”

“No problem. My husband is headed this way about then, he can give you a lift, and I can bring you back to town after we close.”

“That would be wonderful.” Phoebe hugged the phone to her ear, tears welling in her eyes. “Thank you so much.”

“No,” Audrey said. “Thank you! We’ll be swamped tonight with the tri-county rodeo going on. This will be a big help to me.”

Phoebe provided the address of her garage apartment. Audrey stated her husband, Jackson, had business in Hellfire anyway, and would be there in forty-five minutes. After she hung up, Phoebe returned to her table where Judy had set a glass of water.

Minutes later, the waitress brought her food.

The golden toasted grilled cheese sandwich looked better than any of the high-dollar chef-prepared dinners she’d eaten in the past. So hungry she could barely see straight, she wolfed down the sandwich and the potato chips that accompanied it, paid for her meal and hugged Judy on her way out the door.

Going from homeless and broke, with nothing more than the wedding dress on her back, she now had an apartment, a job and a full stomach. Life was looking up. As she left Bob’s Diner, she looked both ways on Main Street, wondering which way she should go to get to Rider Grayson’s auto repair shop. With thirty minutes to spare before Jackson arrived at her apartment to drive her to the Ugly Stick Saloon, she had time to find the auto shop and maybe buy a few groceries. Removing the body would have to wait until after the town of Hellfire went to sleep. Then she’d have to start her life of crime by breaking and entering into the auto shop and figuring out how to move the body of a one-hundred-eighty-pound man.

Phoebe wondered if her personal trainer had a program for heavy lifting for the criminally inclined. Though she found nothing humorous in her situation, she couldn’t help a bark of laughter as she wandered through the streets of Hellfire.

Finally, she came to a building with Grayson’s Auto Repairs written in bold lettering on a sign positioned over the door. The only light inside came from a single bulb shining in the back of the building.

A dark sedan drove by on the street behind her, slowing as it approached where Phoebe stood.

She hunched her shoulders and continued down the sidewalk. In a small town, everyone knew or wanted to know everyone else’s business. If she stood too long in front of a building, she’d draw attention. Oh, hell, who was she kidding? The new girl in town would draw attention no matter what. Phoebe walked on.

The sedan kept pace. After a few steps, tingling spread down Phoebe’s spine. Had her father’s bodyguards or private investigators caught up with her? She walked faster. At the next corner, she made a quick left, ducking onto a street with only one street light halfway down the block.

Before the sedan had a chance to make that same turn, Phoebe sprinted to the end of a commercial building and turned into the back alley. As soon as she did, it was as if the light had been snuffed. Using only the moonlight and the distant and somewhat sporadic lights from nearby homes, she hurried through a maze of trash bins and pallet stacks. Footsteps behind her made her move faster, until she was running, leaping and stumbling over the obstacles in her path. Finally, she threw herself between a large metal rubbish container and the brick wall of a building.

Her breathing came in swift, shallow breaths, as she strained past the noise of her pulse pounding against her eardrums, and listened for the footsteps. By the sound of it, two people hurried her way, accompanied by an occasional curse and a loud crash as one or both of her pursuers crashed into some hidden object.

Hunkering low in the shadows, she hid and waited, praying the two would pass her by and abandon their search. The low tones of their voices indicated they were men. One paused on the other side of the container.

“Where did she go?” he whispered.

“How the hell do I know?” the other guy said. “I can’t see a damned thing.”

“Get moving. We have to find her,” the first guy said, moving farther away.

Phoebe waited a few more minutes before poking her head out of her hiding place. Her vision had adjusted to the deep gloom. Nothing moved in the alley except a stray cat casually strolling through as if nothing scared him.

Turning back the way she’d come, she hurried toward the rear of the auto repair shop and pressed her nose to the window, peering through the dingy glass. She could make out a couple cars with hoods open and parts lying on the floor of the shop.

God, she hoped Rider hadn’t found the body in the trunk. She suspected that whoever chased her down the alley had something to do with the body in the trunk. The only reason they would want her was because she must know Ryan was in there.

Then again, she hadn’t seen the men who’d killed him. Which led back to the question of why had they killed Ryan, and why would they now be after her?


Chapter Five
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“You should have seen old Nash carrying the pretty bride around like he was marching her over a threshold.” Rider lifted the beer in his hand. “Never thought I’d see him with a bride. He’s too cantankerous to get married. Suppose I’ll have to be content with that image. It’s probably as close as he’ll get to a bride of his own.”

“I’m sitting at the table, dumbass,” Nash said, tossing back the whiskey shooter he’d ordered, following it with a longneck bottle of his favorite beer. They’d gathered at the Ugly Stick Saloon for a drink after work to celebrate their brother Chance’s thirty-first birthday. “You don’t have to talk about me like I’m in another county.”

Rider clapped a hand on his shoulder. “Sorry, old man. I can’t help it. I wish you could have seen it like I did. The look on your face cracked me up!” He laughed again and wiped the tears from his eyes before taking another long draw from his beer.

“I wouldn’t push him too hard,” Beckett, Nash’s oldest brother, said. “He’s younger than you, and what do you have to show for yourself? You haven’t even come close to landing a girlfriend, much less a wife.”

Rider frowned. “I haven’t been looking. Besides, we aren’t all as old as you, Beckett. You’re lucky Kinsey came back to town, or you’d be as single as the rest of us.”

Becket’s lips curled in a contented smile, and he reached for his fiancée’s hand. “I am lucky she came back to town.”

“Damn right, you are,” Kinsey declared. “But we’re not here to talk about the new girl in town, as interesting as she sounds. We’re here to celebrate.” She lifted her beer. “Happy birthday, Chance.”

The other brothers lifted their drinks and echoed Kinsey’s sentiment. “Happy birthday!”

After taking a long pull on their drinks, the brothers lowered them and stared around at each other.

“Thirty-one, huh?” Rider clapped Chance on the back. “So when are you settling down and getting married? Seems we need to get busy populating the family tree with little Graysons.”

“We can leave that to Beckett and Kinsey.” Chance shook his head. “I’m not in a hurry to find a ball and chain. I like being footloose.”

“That’s Chance-speak for I can’t get a date, and I don’t give enough of a damn to figure out why,” Rider said. “What we need is an online dating service so we can meet women.”

Chance raised his hand. “No way. I prefer to find my own.”

Nash agreed with Chance. Online dating wasn’t for him, either.

Rider’s brows rose. “And how’s that working for you, Chance, old man?”

With a shrug, Chance took another swig of his beer, keeping silent.

“Want me to get you boys another round of drinks?” Kinsey glanced around. “Seems Audrey is short some waitresses tonight.”

“Bad night to be short, what with the rodeo in town.”

“I’m surprised Jackson isn’t here to help,” Kinsey said as she glanced around. “He’s always here on big nights.”

Jackson Gray Wolf emerged from the doorway behind the bar with someone behind him. About that time, Kinsey shifted, blocking Nash’s view.

Chance gave a low whistle. “Hey, who’s the hot redhead with Jackson?”

Nash craned his neck, unable to see past Kinsey. Chance’s mention of a redhead had Nash’s every nerve on alert. Surely it wasn’t the pretty Phoebe he’d rescued on the side of the road earlier that day.

Rider leaned sideways and gave a hoot of laughter. “Well, I’ll be damned. It’s her!” He glanced at Nash. “Your pretty bride came looking for you, Nash. Whatcha gonna do?”

“She didn’t come looking for me.” Nash scooted back his chair, in an attempt to get a look at the woman with Jackson, without appearing too interested. He’d never hear the end of the teasing from his brothers.

“You know I could hold off making the repairs to her tire if you want to take a shot at asking her for a date,” Rider said.

“I’m not going to date her. She just broke up with her fiancé.” Kinsey finally moved, and Nash got a full view of the woman. She wore an Ugly Stick Saloon tank top similar to the ones the other waitresses did, and she’d changed into denim cut-offs that showcased long, slender, toned legs he could imagine wrapped around his waist. She’d combed the riotous curls and secured them in a French braid at the back of her head. He liked her better with her hair loose and crazy around her face. “I doubt she’s interested in starting another relationship so soon,” he muttered.

Rider’s grin widened. “So you admit it. You thought about it, didn’t you?”

“Not once,” Nash responded, refusing to give Rider the satisfaction of knowing he was right. Yeah, Nash had thought about asking her out. But the fact she’d run away from her own wedding should be a bright red flag where Phoebe Smith was concerned. She’d left her fiancé at the altar. If she’d done it once, she might do it again. Not that Nash would ask her to marry him. But she was interesting…and beautiful…

No. His fingers tightened on the bottle. Nash wasn’t interested in a woman who couldn’t make up her mind before such a huge event as a wedding. He almost felt sorry for the schmuck she left behind.

“Well, if you’re not asking her out, then I will.” Rider pushed to his feet and started for the bar and Phoebe.

Nash hooked his finger in Rider’s belt and yanked him back into his chair.

“Hey.” Rider glared at him.

With a nod toward Phoebe, who was lifting a tray full of beer bottles and whiskey shooters, Nash said, “Looks like she’ll be working for Audrey. Give her a break on her first night.”

Phoebe held the tray in front of her, the beer bottles teetering as she worked her way across the floor under the weight.

“Hey, Audrey, who’s the new girl?” a man called out.

Audrey smiled and shouted above the noise of the juke box and the men all talking at once. “Everyone say hello to Phoebe. She’s new in town and new to the Ugly Stick. Give her a big howdy.”

Cowboys raised their hats and everyone in the saloon shouted as one, “Howdy!”

Phoebe’s cheeks turned a bright red as she arrived at a table full of dusty men, fresh from the rodeo. One by one, she set bottles on the table. With only one left in the middle of the tray, she reached for it at the same time as one of the men pinched her ass. Phoebe jumped, squealed and lost control of the tray. The last full beer bottle slid sideways and tipped into the lap of the man who’d pinched her.

Nash was out of his chair and halfway across the room before he realized he’d even moved. But he wasn’t nearly as fast as Audrey.

She made it to Phoebe before Nash, grabbed the spilled beer off the floor, said something funny and had the entire table laughing. Then she wagged a finger at the cowboy and warned him to leave the new girl alone. Phoebe had enough to worry about.

The cowboy nodded, his face contrite under Audrey’s chastising. “Sorry, Miss Phoebe. It won’t happen again.”

His buddies roared with laughter and clapped him on the back.

Phoebe and Audrey gathered all the empty bottles and returned to the bar with no further trouble.

“Not interested, huh?” Beckett stood beside Nash. “You sure were up in a hurry. And I know it wasn’t for another beer. The bar is in the other direction.”

“Doesn’t mean anything. After rescuing her on the side of the road, I feel responsible for her welfare.”

“Yeah. And she isn’t cute enough to make you jealous of the guy who pinched her.”

Nash’s brows descended. “It’s sexual harassment.”

“And he apologized,” Beckett pointed out.

“Still, he bears watching.”

“He?” Beckett asked with an arched eyebrow. “Or she?”

Nash had enough of his brother’s taunts. Rather than stick around for more of their good-natured abuse, he pushed through the front door and out into the open night air. The moonless sky was no less bright with the blanket of stars shining down on the Texas landscape.

He breathed in and let go of the tension he hadn’t been able to shuck since he’d met the fiery-haired temptress on the road to Hellfire. If he’d known then she’d be staying in Hellfire indefinitely, he might not have been so helpful. Oh, who was he kidding? An hour after he was supposed to have reported in for shift change, he’d dragged his ass into the sheriff’s office. When he filled out his report, he’d found himself deleting half of the words he’d typed on the screen.

The sheriff and the county records didn’t need to know the woman was young, and pretty with pale, moss green eyes. They sure as hell didn’t need to know she bit her bottom lip whenever she was nervous and that the action made Nash want to kiss her every time she did it. When he’d finally made his way to the ranch, he’d had every intention of going for a long ride on his horse to clear the woman from his head.

The ride had to be postponed as he’d promised to go with his brothers to the Ugly Stick Saloon to celebrate Chance’s birthday. If he could have gotten out of it, he would have. But today was his brother’s birthday and they’d promised each other to pick up where their parents had left off after their untimely deaths. They were family, and family stuck together.

Except when they were pushing him toward a woman who had trouble written all over her pretty face.

Nash walked across the gravel parking lot, tempted to climb in his truck and head back to the ranch. He’d done his duty and drank a toast to his brother’s birthday. They wouldn’t begrudge him calling it a day, considering he’d been on duty since five o’clock that morning. But the farther away from the saloon he walked, the more it called for him to return.

Hell, the saloon wasn’t what called for him to return. His protective instincts were on high-alert for the little redhead on her first day as a waitress. He couldn’t ignore her or go home now that he knew she would be there all evening, surrounded by a bunch of rowdy cowboys, who would most likely drink themselves stupid and come on to every waitress in the bar—including Phoebe and Audrey.

Jackson would be there to help Audrey close up. He always was on rodeo nights. He loved his wife, the mother of his baby girl, and didn’t want her to be manhandled by a drunken cowboy. Audrey was just as much of a temptation as the other waitresses with her strawberry blonde hair, short cutoffs and bright red cowboy boots. She’d made something out of the Ugly Stick Saloon and the bar was getting a reputation for the place to go when cowboys and travelers were anywhere near the tri-county area.

Resisting the urge to return to the saloon, knowing he couldn’t keep his gaze off Phoebe, Nash walked around the building, staring out at the hayfields bathed in starlight. He loved the wide-open spaces and the fresh, clean country air.

After four combat tours before he’d turned twenty-seven, he was glad to be home. Two years of ranching later had barely taken the edge off his military duty. With more nervous energy than even he could stand, he’d signed on with the local sheriff’s department. It was just another way to stay busy and continue the ingrained need to serve and protect the people of his country and community. Otherwise, the transition back to the civilian world would have been even harder, and he might have ended up like some of his buddies who couldn’t seem to find their way home.

He had his family, the ranch and the open spaces where he could escape when he needed to. Lights shined on him from a vehicle turning around at the back of the building. Nash glanced to the side to make sure he wasn’t in the way. As a deputy with the sheriff’s department, he couldn’t help but study the make and model and commit the license plate to memory.

Most of the vehicles in the parking lot were trucks or SUVs. The vehicle making the turn was a dark, four-door sedan, either navy blue or black. The windows were darkly tinted, disguising how many people were inside. And if that weren’t enough to make the hairs on the back of Nash’s neck stand at attention, the vehicle moved slowly, as if the driver were looking for someone or something.

Nash stood near a tree, outside the glow of the pale yellow light on the back porch of the saloon. He doubted the sedan’s driver had seen him, or he probably wouldn’t be casing the joint or the other trucks and SUVs in the parking lot.

As the sedan rounded the side of the saloon aiming for the front, Nash followed the glowing brake lights.

The sedan performed the same routine, driving the length of the parking area, turning and driving just as slowly back. Finally, the driver pulled out onto the highway and sped off.

Armed with the license plate, Nash called in to Martha, the woman on night duty at dispatch.

A few moments later, she called back. “The vehicle belongs to a Frances Maynard, an eighty-year-old woman living in Fort Worth.”

Which could explain why she was driving so slowly, but not why she was in the area to begin with—unless she was looking for her husband. In which case, the car should have been in his name as well. “And it wasn’t reported stolen?”

“No. Why do you ask?”

“I saw it cruising around the Ugly Stick Saloon. You might have someone call Mrs. Maynard and ask her if she knows where her car is.”

“This late at night?”

“If it was stolen, the sooner we know, the sooner we can recover it.”

“Will do,” Martha said and ended the call.

With that odd feeling still prickling the skin on the back of his neck, Nash rounded to the front door and entered the saloon, his gaze going automatically to the redhead serving drinks to his brothers.

Rider was smiling and talking to Phoebe, like he always did with the women. Normally, his flirting didn’t bother Nash. Rider fancied himself a ladies’ man. Only this time, it rubbed Nash the wrong way. Maybe his brothers were right, and he was jealous of any man flirting with Phoebe. So what? Didn’t mean he wanted her for himself. He just didn’t want anyone else to have her.

He cursed beneath his breath and marched across the wooden dance floor to the table he’d been sharing with Beckett, Kinsey, Chance and Rider. Audrey had come to sit with them, taking the seat Nash vacated.

When he arrived at the table, she hopped up.

“No need to leave.” Nash genuinely enjoyed Audrey’s company, her sharp mind and business sense when it came to running the Ugly Stick Saloon. She’d helped more than her share of what he called “stray” humans get back on their feet when they hit hard times. The woman had a big heart and an open door. If someone needed something, she was there to help.

“I have to get back to work,” Audrey insisted. “I just wanted to wish Chance a happy birthday. Sit,” she commanded. “Phoebe was about to take orders.”

Nash sat in the chair, still warm from where Audrey had been. When he glanced up at Phoebe, her gaze met his. She drew her bottom lip between her teeth and worried it, before asking. “Can I get you anything?”

“Long neck, Bud Light,” he said, his voice gruff, the urge to kiss that bottom lip stronger than ever before.

Phoebe nodded, spun on her heels and hurried away.

“Hey,” Rider said, a frown denting his brow. “She didn’t take my order.”

“If you weren’t so busy flirting, you might have told her,” Beckett said.

“You snooze, you lose,” Chance added with a smirk.

Rider shrugged. “That’s okay. I need to move.” He glanced around the saloon until his gaze landed on two women sitting at a table on the opposite side of the dance floor. Clapping his hands together, Rider grinned. “I’m seeing double tonight. Maybe I’ll get twice as lucky.”

“Aren’t they a little young for you?” Beckett asked.

“As far as I know, they’re single, live on their own and are over twenty-one.” Shooting a frown at Beckett, he added, “I’m not that much older.”

“Nine years is a big gap to a twenty-one-year-old woman,” Chance agreed.

“Eight. I’m not thirty yet. And you’re just jealous you didn’t see them first.” He tipped his head toward them. “Tell you what, I’ll let you have one of them, while I dance with the other.”

“Assuming they say yes.” Chance stood. “You can have both. I prefer my women a little more seasoned.”

Rider rested his hand on his brother’s shoulder, his lips twisting. “That’s right, you’re in the over-thirty age group now. You like them a little slower so that you can catch them.”

Chance punched Rider in the arm. “Keep it up, little brother. You’re turning thirty in a couple of months.”

“Yeah, but I’ll be secure in the knowledge that you will always be older.” Rubbing his shoulder, he made a beeline for the Banks twins, Hayley and Alexis.

Nash shook his head. He and Rider used to tease each other endlessly when they were teens. One year apart in age, they’d had the same friends in school and went to the same places. Since Nash had joined the army, he’d lost some of the ease of familiarity they’d shared as kids. Realizing he and Rider weren’t as close as they once were made him sad. The war had changed Nash. Joking around like he had before deploying to the Middle East and Afghanistan wasn’t as easy. He’d seen too much death. At times, he wished he could be that kid again, without a care, his mind still innocent of the atrocities humans suffered at the hands of terrorists.

“Sorry I took so long,” a soft voice said.

A beer appeared on the table in front of him. While he’d been watching Rider and Chance spar verbally, Kinsey had dragged Beckett to the dance floor. Nash sat alone but for the redheaded waitress leaning over him. He inhaled, expecting the scent of honeysuckle, only it wasn’t honeysuckle, instead she smelled kind of citrusy. Nash almost opened his mouth and said he wished she still smelled of honeysuckle.

Phoebe laid her tray on the table and slipped into the chair beside him, her bare knee touching his jean-clad leg.

In that moment, Nash wished his leg was as bare and touching hers, skin-to-skin.

She reached out and touched his arm. “Thank you for helping me today. I don’t know what I would have done if you hadn’t come along.” She gave him a tremulous smile. “You were like a knight in shining armor, swooping me out of the mess I’d gotten myself into. Now, I have clothes, shoes, a place to stay and a job. All in less than twenty-four hours.” Her smile widened, and she pulled a wad of cash out of her pocket. “And the bar patrons tipped me enough to pay for a tire.”

He curled his fingers around hers and the cash. “You need to call the rental car company and have them pay for the repairs.” The woman who hadn’t had a cent to her name, probably didn’t have food in her pantry, yet she was more concerned about fixing a tire to a vehicle that didn’t belong to her. “They probably have insurance to cover tires and fender benders. You should keep your cash and buy a loaf of bread.”

“Oh, I will,” she said. “But I want to pay your brother first. I’d like to have it back as soon as possible.” She pulled her hand away and toyed with the edge of the drink tray. “Umm, the rental is paid through next week. I hope I can figure out some kind of transportation by then. I’ll get the rental car company to reimburse me later.” Phoebe jumped to her feet and grabbed the tray. “I’d better get back to work. There are so many thirsty men in this place.” She rushed away, glancing back with a worried expression, her bottom lip clamped firmly between her teeth.

For some reason, she seemed to be running scared about something.

Something didn’t ring true with Phoebe Smith. As pretty as the woman was, she was holding back. Nash couldn’t quite put his finger on what it was she wasn’t telling him, but he was determined find out. Which, unfortunately, meant spending more time with the woman.

A dangerous prospect based on the way his arm tingled where she’d touched it and his leg ached to be naked against hers. Yeah, spending time with her could only be a mistake. But his curiosity was piqued and, like a dog with a bone, he couldn’t let go. Not yet.


Chapter Six
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Phoebe hurried away from Nash, rubbing her arm. When she’d touched Nash, an electrical current had tingled in her fingers and run up her arm. It spread through her chest and downward, pooling at the base of her belly. Why? He was a stranger. She’d never felt that way about her fiancé. The hot, aching, needy tension swelled inside her.

Why this man?

As the band ended its set, a loud crash jerked Phoebe out of her sensual stupor. She rushed forward, eager to help clean up whatever mess resulted from the accident.

Audrey yelped and hopped up to sit on the bar.

The patrons of the saloon grew silent, all gazes turned toward Audrey.

Phoebe hurried around the corner of the bar to find a trail of broken glass and spilled whiskey. Worse, Audrey bled from a large gash in her knee. “Oh, Audrey, you’re bleeding.” Phoebe grabbed a bar towel from a drawer and applied pressure to the cut. She eased it away and examined the wound. It looked ugly, but didn’t scare Phoebe. Her love of horses had given her a healthy respect for keeping her cool around scratches, cuts and bruises. “Looks pretty deep. You might need stitches.”

“Well, damn.” Audrey stared down at her leg. “I don’t have time for stitches.” She waved a hand toward the swarms of cowboys crowding the bar to capacity. “We can’t afford to lose another waitress tonight.”

Jackson appeared from the storeroom, carrying a case of whiskey. “What happened?” He nearly tossed the case on the ground and hurried forward, picking his way across the glass-strewn floor.

“I broke a whiskey bottle, slipped in the whiskey and landed on my knee.” Audrey sighed. “Do you think you can put a bandage on it so I can finish out the night?”

Nash leaned over the bar. “Bring her over to the table and let Chance have a look. He’s the trained EMT.”

Alerted to the problem, Chance pushed his way through the crowded room.

Jackson carried Audrey over to set her on a nearby table.

Chance examined the wound.

Audrey’s assistant manager, Charli Sutton, emerged from the storeroom, carrying the first aid kit, and laid it on the table beside Audrey.

Phoebe stepped out of the way and helped Libby clean up the broken glass and whiskey.

Chance applied a pressure bandage to the gash on Audrey’s leg, and then glanced at Jackson. “She’s bleeding through the bandage. She really needs to see a doctor and have it stitched. I can call for an ambulance, or you can take her to the emergency room yourself.”

“Oh, please, I’m not going to die. Jackson can take me to the ER.” Audrey nodded to Libby. “Do you mind closing the saloon tonight?”

Charli shook her head. “The woman’s bleeding, and she still can’t let go of this place.” The bartender waved her hand. “Get out of here before you bleed to death. We’ve got this covered, don’t we, Phoebe?”

Phoebe straightened with a dustpan full of glass shards. “Please. Go to the doctor. Your health is more important. Like Charli said, we can handle it.”

“But we’ve got so many customers,” Audrey protested.

Charli climbed up on the bar and motioned for Lacey, one of the other waitresses working that night, to pull the plug on the jukebox.

As the room grew quiet and all heads turned toward Charli, she tossed her curly blond hair over her shoulder and then stood with her fists on her hips. “Do y’all promise to behave while Audrey goes to the hospital?”

“Hell yeah!” rose a shout from every cowboy and woman in the saloon.

Charli turned to Audrey, “There you have it. Now go. I’ll open tomorrow, so don’t you worry.”

“Come on.” Jackson scooped Audrey into his arms. “Can’t have the mother of my baby girl bleeding out in a bar.” He winked and carried her through the back room to the rear exit.

Phoebe watched until they disappeared and then turned to Libby. “Okay. What now?”

Charli grinned. “Get to work covering her tables. Between me, Libby, you and Lacey, we can handle it. Thanks for showing up when you did.”

While Libby filled her order, Phoebe ran to another table, returned with their order, slapped it on the bar and took the full tray to distribute the drinks. For the next two hours, she repeated the process, doing her best to keep the thirsty cowboys satisfied.

Throughout the evening, Nash sat at a table with his brothers until, one by one, they left to go home. Each time another Grayson rose, Phoebe’s gaze shifted to Nash, and she wondered if he would leave with them. And he hadn’t.

The crowd swelled near midnight and stayed full and rowdy until after one-thirty when the men finally clamped their hats on their heads and left for another day at the rodeo.

Her back and feet aching, Phoebe worked on, cleaning up the empty bottles, mugs and shot glasses. After the last cowboy left, Phoebe helped Charli and Lacey stack the chairs on the tables. Mops in hand, they cleaned up the spilled beer, whiskey and sodas from the floor.

Tired to the bone, she rinsed out her mop and hung it to dry outside off the back porch. Despite her exhaustion, she couldn’t help but feel better about her situation. Her pockets were full of bills from all the tips she’d earned.

Charli hung her mop beside Phoebe’s. “For a newbie, you did good. Thanks for sticking it out. Rodeo week can be a killer.”

“I’m glad I could help.” She rubbed her hands on her jeans and straightened her back. “I hope Audrey will be okay.”

“Jackson called an hour ago. After ten stitches and a painkiller, Audrey is sleeping. He has baby duty through the night.” Charli smiled. “I’ve never seen a grown man so over the moon about a little girl as he is. Emma is one lucky baby.”

“Audrey and Jackson seem to love each other a great deal.”

“If you work here long enough, you’re bound to run across them getting it on in the storeroom. Just fair warning.” Charli winked. “And they don’t mind if you watch.”

Phoebe’s eyes widened. “Really?”

“Their love is true and they aren’t afraid to show it.” Charli pushed her long blond hair back behind her ear. “You better get home and grab some sleep. If you’re available tomorrow, we could sure use your help.”

“I can work,” Phoebe said and then frowned. “Only thing is I might not have a way to get here.”

Charli tapped her chin with the tip of her finger. “Where are you staying?”

“In Hellfire. I’m renting a garage apartment from a woman named Lola.”

“Let me work on the logistics. If I can’t find someone coming out from Hellfire, I’ll swing by myself. We can’t manage this rodeo crowd without your help.”

Phoebe’s chest filled with warmth at the praise. Never having held a job, she didn’t know how good working felt. Putting in a hard day’s effort, gave her a greater appreciation for the staff that made her family home sparkle.

“Charli, I could use a hand in here,” Libby called out.

The assistant manager turned to go back into the saloon before Phoebe had a chance to tell her Audrey was supposed to be her ride home. She’d have to catch her before she left. But for that moment, Phoebe stared out at the starlit Texas night.

A shadow detached itself from the only tree behind the building and a man wearing a cowboy hat walked toward her.

A flash of caution made Phoebe take a step backward and reach for the doorknob. She twisted the handle, without taking her gaze off the man whose face she couldn’t make out in the shadow from the hat’s rim. “Who’s there?” she asked, her fingers turning the knob behind her back. It didn’t turn. The door had closed and locked automatically.

Her pulse kicked up a notch, slamming blood through her veins in double-time.

“It’s okay,” he said. “It’s me, Nash Grayson.”

She let go of the breath she’d drawn in, and laughed shakily. “Don’t scare me like that.”

Deputy Grayson nodded toward the door behind her. “It locked, didn’t it?”

Phoebe grimaced. “Yeah. I’ll have to go around the front to get in.” She tilted her head to the side. “I thought you’d left a long time ago.”

“I left when the saloon closed, but sat in my truck. Figured you might need a ride back to Hellfire. Most of the waitresses who work here live in or near Temptation. It’s the opposite direction from where you need to go.”

She smiled. “Thanks. Jackson gave me a ride here and Audrey was going to take me home, but from the sound of it, I need to find alternate transportation. I don’t like being a burden on anyone.”

“Rider should be able to get a tire on that rental car by tomorrow, if you give him the go ahead.”

She pulled the wad of cash from her pocket and held it up. “Not bad, for my first night.” Phoebe pushed the money back into her pocket and descended the steps to the ground. “I’ll check with Charli and Libby. If they don’t need me anymore, I’m ready to leave.”

Deputy Grayson nodded and accompanied her around the side of the saloon. The parking lot was empty except for the two vehicles in the back and a truck Phoebe assumed belonged to the deputy.

Phoebe stopped at the front door and turned to face Grayson. “You know, just because you rescued me from the side of the road today, doesn’t mean you’re responsible for me.”

His brows rose, and his lips quirked upward on the corners. “Do you want me to leave you to walk back to Hellfire?”

The thought of running into the two men from earlier sent a chill slithering across the back of her neck. But she shook her head. “No, I don’t want you to leave me to walk. I didn’t want to ask Libby or Charli for a ride, because I know they live toward Temptation, and they’re as tired as I am.”

“Then it’s settled.” He opened the door and held it. “I’m giving you a ride home. Not out of a sense of responsibility, but because I’m headed that direction anyway.”

“Oh. Okay.” She found Charli and Libby in the storeroom. “Need me to stick around?”

“We’re done here.” Charli gathered empty boxes in her arms and straightened. “See you tomorrow, then?”

If she wasn’t in jail for murder. “You bet.” She turned to find Deputy Grayson behind her. How ironic to have him taking her back to Hellfire when he might be the one to haul her off to jail when someone stumbled on the body in the trunk of her rental car.

Too tired to care and thinking the bed in the jail house sounded like heaven, Phoebe smiled. “I’m ready.” For whatever is thrown my way. After the day she’d had, her luck couldn’t get worse. And she still had to find a way to get Ryan’s body out of the trunk before someone discovered it.

As they left the saloon, Nash hooked his hand through Phoebe’s elbow and steered her toward his truck, the only vehicle left in the front parking area. “You never said where you’re from.”

“No, I didn’t,” she responded.

Shaking off the bolt of electricity inspired by touching Phoebe, Nash laughed. “I take it you still aren’t going to tell me.”

“No. And if you’re going to question me all the way back to Hellfire, I’ll have to pass on the ride.” She pulled free of his grip and stepped away from truck. “Charli could give me a ride back.”

Nash held up a hand. “Okay, okay. I promise not to grill you.” He opened the passenger door and held it. “We don’t even have to talk, if you don’t want to. That’s fine by me.”

Her brows pressed together, and she studied him for a moment before finally climbing into the cab. “Thank you for not pushing it. And for the ride.”

“You’re welcome.” He closed the door and shook his head as he rounded the front of the vehicle and climbed in. As he pulled out onto the highway, he glanced her way.

Phoebe stared out the window, her bottom lip snagged between her teeth.

“You don’t have to worry. I promise not to grill you,” he said, shifting his focus to the road ahead. He fought to keep from asking her all the questions running through his mind. The woman was an enigma. What made her run away on the day of her wedding? Did her fiancé have an affair with her bridesmaid? Or was he abusive?

Nash’s fingers curled tightly around the steering wheel.

“Have you lived all your life in Hellfire?”

Her voice was soft, slipping across him like a caress. Nash nodded. “All except my time in college and the military.”

She shot a glance his way. “You were in the military?”

He nodded. “Six years. I joined straight out of college.”

“Why?”

His chin rose automatically. “I consider living in this country to be a privilege, not a right. I wanted to give back for all I have been given.” Nash could feel Phoebe’s stare burning into him.

“Did you fight in the war?”

Jaw tightening, he nodded. Fought, killed and watched his troops and friends die. At the ripe old age of twenty-seven, he’d lived a lifetime.

“I don’t think I’ve ever actually met someone who has served.” She shook her head, a sad smile lifting the corners of her lips. Her hand touched his arm. “Thank you for your service.”

He glanced down at the slim fingers on his arm and then returned his attention to the road.

“Was it hard?” She let her hand drop to her lap. “Being in the military and away from your family, that is.”

He shook his head. “When you’re in a unit, your peers are your family. You’d fight and die for them.” Although, the hard part was watching them die.

“You must have loved them.”

His eyes stung. Nash had pushed those memories as far to the back of his mind as he could since he’d left the army. His time in Afghanistan seemed like another life. He’d been a different person than the one he was now. Images flashed through his memories of the men with whom he’d served—many of whom died in the final battle that ended his career and gave him a banged-up knee.

“Why did you leave the military?”

“So it’s okay for you to ask me questions, but I can’t ask you any?” he bit out. “I left because they kicked me out. Otherwise, I’d still be over in some hellhole, fighting for my life and the lives of my men.”

“Kicked you out?” she persisted.

“Medically retired, due to an injury.” Thankfully, they weren’t far from Hellfire. In a few short minutes, he’d drop her off, and he wouldn’t have to answer any more of her questions.

A long pause stretched between them and Nash thought Phoebe had given up on her interrogation.

“Did you lose some friends?”

He slammed a palm against the steering wheel, feeling as though she’d ripped open a wound in his heart. “Yes, damn it!” He’d lost too many. Her soft, “I’m sorry,” spread over him like warm butter, melting into his pores, slowly calming him. His grip on the steering wheel loosened and he eased up on the accelerator.

Phoebe glanced his way again. “You must have healed well. You seem okay to me.”

His knee twinged, the familiar burning sensation flaring whenever he thought about it. Since they’d replaced the kneecap, the joint worked pretty well. But it would never be the same as before he’d been hit. The muscles and tendons were still getting used to the replacement. He’d been lucky enough to live to get that new knee. So many of his men hadn’t had the choice. “Yeah, well not good enough for the army.” If he could have gone back to fight, he would have. If for nothing else than to exact revenge on those who’d ambushed him and his troops.

“Really, I’m sorry for your loss. I wouldn’t have brought it up if I’d known it was a sore spot.” Phoebe faced forward again.

For a long moment, silence reigned.

Memories spun in Nash’s head, happy times joking with his men, heartbreaking times when he’d knelt beside a soldier whose life ebbed away with injuries so horrific he had no hope of recovery. “Tell my wife I love her,” were his last words. Nash’s heart clenched and his vision blurred. What must it have felt like to know you were dying, leaving the woman you loved to face the world without you?

“Was it hard starting over once you got back?” Phoebe asked, her voice little more than a whisper, her gaze on him.

“Yes.” He’d been home for almost two years, and he still wasn’t sure how he fit in, or if he ever would. He turned into Lola’s driveway, thankful they’d arrived and that Phoebe’s line of questioning, and all the thoughts and feelings it resurrected, would end. “I can give you a lift to the Ugly Stick Saloon tomorrow evening, if you like.” God, why had he opened his big mouth? But now that he’d said it, he couldn’t take back the offer.

She smiled. “Thank you. But I hope to have the rental car back by then. I can use it while looking for alternate transportation.”

“The offer is open. All you have to do is call.” He reached for the door handle. Her hand on his arm stopped him.

“I can get out by myself.” Phoebe leaned over and pressed her lips to his cheek. “I, for one, am glad you’re back from the war. If you hadn’t come along when you did, I don’t know what I would have done. Thanks again.”

The softness of her lips on his face muddled his brain. Before Nash could think to move, Phoebe was out of the truck and halfway to the garage apartment.

She turned and gave him a little wave and then ran up the stairs, unlocked the door and disappeared inside.

Nash sat for a long moment, staring at the empty stairs as lights blinked on inside Phoebe’s apartment. He touched his cheek where her lips had been, the residual warmth spreading from that point throughout his body and downward, his groin tightening.

Hell. He’d opened up more with her than with his own brothers. With them, he put on the tough-guy face and kept his thoughts about his time in the military to himself. His brothers had their own lives. Chance was a fireman, racing into burning buildings on a daily basis. Beckett ran the ranch, facing raging bulls and angry, grass fires, bucking horses and rattlesnakes as part of his everyday life. Rider, well…Rider had his own business towing and fixing vehicles. How could any of them relate to what Nash had done in the military?

Throwing the shift lever into Reverse, Nash backed out of Lola’s driveway and onto the street. What was it about Phoebe that made him stay at the bar until her shift ended? His brothers left around midnight. Nash had stayed until 2:00 a.m.

Whatever it was, he didn’t need it. Phoebe and her sad green eyes and auburn hair didn’t need another man in her life messing it up. Her situation was hard enough starting over with nothing but the clothes she’d gotten from a thrift shop. God, but she was determined, refusing to go crawling back home.

As he drove out of Hellfire, he spotted the dark sedan parked in front of the only motel in town, an old motor lodge built in the 1950s.

They’d probably been driving slowly through town earlier, hoping to find a better alternative. Unfortunately, the motor lodge was the only game in town. They would have had to go to Temptation for something better. Temptation had a bed and breakfast. Both towns were too small to justify a large chain hotel.

His thoughts shifted back to Phoebe, and he raised his hand to his cheek. Nash drove home. His head spun and his cheek burned with Phoebe’s kiss and worst of all, he faced a day off. He hoped like hell Beckett had a list of chores for him to do. Since returning to the civilian world, having nothing to do meant having too much time to think about the past.

Maybe he’d head back to Hellfire early the next day and see what Phoebe was up to. The woman and her secrets revved Nash’s interest more than he wanted to admit. Perhaps, after he discovered what she was hiding, the mystery would disappear and his interest would wane. They could all get back to a normal world and move on with their lives.


Chapter Seven
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Phoebe waited several minutes inside her apartment, praying Nash would leave soon. What he’d shared had touched her so deeply, she could barely swallow past the lump in her throat. The things he’d endured as a soldier in the war were far worse than anything she’d had to go through. How did you compare a broken fingernail to losing men you care about because of bombs and gunfire?

More exhausted than she’d ever been in her life, Phoebe stared at the little bed with the clean sheets. She almost gave in and fell onto the mattress, fully clothed. She could have been asleep in seconds, but for the little matter of her dead fiancé in the trunk of the rental car.

With a sigh, she peered through the mini-blinds.

Nash’s truck was gone. The only vehicle left was Lola’s bright red 1967 Ford Mustang. The lights were off in the main house, as were the lights in the neighboring houses.

Phoebe grabbed an old steak knife from the kitchenette and flipped the switch next to the door, plunging herself into darkness. Giving herself a minute for her eyesight to adjust, she waited, hand on the doorknob. Then she turned it and hurried out of the apartment and down the stairs. Moving through the alley behind the house, she clung to the shadows and half-jogged, paralleling Main Street until she came to the road where Rider Grayson’s auto repair shop stood.

She crossed Main Street and slipped to the back of the shop. With the knife in her hand, she slid it into the doorknob key hole and turned. Nothing. The movies made it look so easy. How did they do it? She tried slipping the knife into the doorjamb to jiggle the locking mechanism. The door was a heavy metal one, as was the jamb. She bent the knife trying.

Finally, Phoebe straightened and glanced around, gooseflesh rising on her arms. If she couldn’t get in through the door, what about a window? The windows were those old warehouse style with multiple little panes on one major assembly. Phoebe grabbed several wooden pallets and stacked them beneath one of the windows then climbed onto the unsteady pile.

There in the middle of the shop was the rental car. Fortunately, the trunk was still closed. Unfortunately, the vehicle was up on a lift. To get into the building would be hard enough. Accessing the trunk while it was a couple feet off the ground would be nearly impossible.

Disappointed and too tired to care, Phoebe eased to the edge of the pile of pallets and started to slip off. The stack shifted, several of the pallets sliding off the top, taking her with it, making a loud cracking sound as wooden slats snapped.

A dog in a yard behind the shop barked, another joined, and soon lights lit up back porches and dog owners yelled at the barking dogs.

Heart pounding double-time, Phoebe rolled off the pallets, jumped to her feet and beat a hasty retreat back to the garage apartment. First thing in the morning, she’d run by the shop and wait for Rider to change the tire.

If the sheriff didn’t show up first, slap cuffs on her wrists and haul her off to jail.

Yeah, she’d be sleeping like a baby tonight.

Not.

Stripping out of the clothes she’d worn to work, she showered and fell into the twin bed and stared up at the ceiling, going through all that had happened that day. Nowhere in her memories could she come up with a reason why someone would want to kill Ryan, or an image of anyone who might have done the dirty deed.

His best man had been beside himself with worry over Ryan’s disappearance. Who else could have done it?

She’d been so busy getting ready and wondering if she’d made a huge mistake, she hadn’t really seen anyone or had a thought to spare of her fiancé, other than knowing he wasn’t the man for her.

As she rolled the memory movie through her mind, she came to the part where Deputy Grayson swooped in like a knight in shining armor and rescued her from the fencepost. From that point on, he’d been there to help her. Even taking her to a thrift shop to find clothes. Why?

Part of her wanted him to stay away until she resolved what to do with her fiancé’s body. Hell, if she was smart, she would confess her crime of stealing the convertible to the authorities and face the consequences. Hiding her part in the whole fiasco only made her look even guiltier of killing Ryan.

If she relinquished the body, she would have to reveal her true identity. Her father would bail her out as usual, and she’d be forced to go back to her life as the daughter of a wealthy man. He might even choose her next husband.

Her father would consider her work at the Ugly Stick Saloon to be beneath the daughter of Jonathon Sinclair, but it had felt good. Well, her back and feet did ache, but in a good way. Like she’d earned the sore muscles rather than paid for a physical trainer to deliver the pain.

After spending time with Nash and getting a feeling of his anguish from his time in the military, Phoebe realized her life had been meaningless. While men fought and died for their country, she’d been more concerned about what shoes to wear with the latest outfit she’d purchased. Some of those outfits had cost more than what a soldier brought home in his paycheck in a month. Maybe two or three.

Shame washed over her. Maybe she wouldn’t join the military, but she could change for the better and become a contributing member of society, rather than being a society debutante. Going back to her old life with her family was not an option.

Phoebe yawned and stretched. The hard work weighed on her body and mind. Before she knew it, she’d slipped into a deep sleep, strangely empty of the nightmares she’d expected.

She didn’t wake until someone pounded on the door.

Light streamed into the little apartment around the edges of the closed blinds.

Phoebe blinked and rubbed her eyes, wondering what had pulled her out of the depths of her sleep. She rolled over and nearly fell out of the tiny bed. More pounding on the door made her sit up with a start.

“Phoebe!” Lola’s voice sounded from outside.

“Coming.” She leaped to her feet, tugged down the oversized T-shirt she’d worn to bed the night before and hurried the few short steps to open the door.

“Oh, good. You’re up.” Lola pushed her hair back from her made-up face. “I thought I’d have to let myself in to wake you.”

“What’s wrong?” Phoebe asked, crossing her arms over her middle.

“Just got a call from the sheriff’s office.” She drew in a deep breath and paused.

Her heart slipping into the bottom of her belly, Phoebe waited for what was coming next. They had to have found the body in the trunk. The sheriff would be there momentarily to arrest her. With an apology poised on her lips, Phoebe opened her mouth to beg forgiveness for getting Lola involved with a murder suspect.

Lola’s eyes gleamed. “Rider Grayson’s auto shop was broken into last night. The rental car he was working on for you was stolen.”

“What do you mean, your shop was broken into?” Nash balanced the telephone between his cheek and shoulder as he dragged on his jeans and zipped. He sat on the side of his bed and pulled on his cowboy boots.

“Someone broke a window and entered my shop. They lowered the rental car on the lift, opened the overhead door and drove away without anyone noticing. The sheriff thinks it must have happened between 3:00 and 4:00 a.m. this morning.” Rider paused. “Funny thing is they didn’t take anything but the car. The cash box was intact where I’d left it in the office.”

“Has anyone checked on Miss Smith?”

“The sheriff was going to notify her.”

“I’ll be in town in a few minutes.”

“It’s your day off,” Rider said. “Let others handle it.”

“I want to make sure Phoebe is all right.” Whoever broke into the shop for the rental car might also have gone after the woman. Unless the woman was responsible for the break-in. In which case, she might have left town. To make matters worse, he’d had some pretty lusty thoughts about a potential criminal.

“I’m sure the sheriff would let you know if she wasn’t.”

Not in the mood to argue, Nash said, “I’ll see you in a few.” He ended the call and finished dressing. He hadn’t wanted to face an empty day. Well now, he wouldn’t have to. Finding a missing vehicle would keep him busy.

And checking in on Phoebe Smith would be purely part of the job. Purely.

Deep inside, he couldn’t ignore the hope Phoebe wasn’t the one who’d entered the shop and taken the vehicle. Now that he’d met her, Nash didn’t want her to leave town so soon. He still had so many unanswered questions. But that wasn’t all. He found himself drawn to the woman who had insisted on starting over in a strange town. What had she run away from? What did she hope to gain by moving to the small community of Hellfire?

The first question he intended to answer was, had Phoebe left Hellfire in the rental car?

Tugging a T-shirt over his head, he grabbed his belt and ran for the door.

Beckett stepped out of the kitchen, a coffee cup in hand. “Where are you going?”

“Town.”

“I thought you might help me repair the fence in the northeast pasture today.”

“Rain check. I have something I need to check on in town.” Not something, but someone.

“I guess Kinsey can help. She’s better looking, anyway.”

Kinsey stepped up beside him. “And I can swing a hammer.” She slipped an arm around Beckett’s waist and leaned against him.

Nash retrieved his cowboy hat from a hook on the wall and left the house. He was halfway to town when his cell phone rang in the cup holder. He checked the number and recognized it as Lola’s. His pulse hammering, he clicked the talk button. “Lola. Tell me Phoebe’s all right.”

“This is Phoebe.”

Her warm voice filled his ear and spread heat throughout his body. He sighed.

“I guess you’ve heard,” she said.

“I have,” he responded. “I’m glad you’re still in town.”

“Why would I leave?” She paused. “Oh, wait. You thought I might have been the one to break into your brother’s shop. Fair enough. I haven’t given you much to go on. But we need to talk.”

“I’ll be there in fifteen minutes.”

“Good.” She sighed. “Just keep in mind, I’ve never been in trouble with the law before. And I didn’t ask for it.”

The connection ended before he could question her more. What did she mean by she’d never been in trouble with the law before? Was she now?

A thousand questions bubbled up in his mind. He pressed harder on the accelerator, impatient with the amount of time it took to get from the ranch to town. By the time he pulled into Lola’s driveway, he’d broken a few of the speed limits he was sworn to uphold as a man of the law.

Lola stood near her Mustang with a crooked smile on her face. “Where’s the fire, cowboy?” She tipped her head toward the garage apartment. “Wish it was me you were in a hurry to see. Phoebe’s in her apartment. Nothing like a little excitement to stir up things in Hellfire, huh?”

“Thanks for letting her use your phone,” Nash said as he passed Lola and loped the rest of the way across the drive. He took the stairs two at a time and entered through the open doorway.

Phoebe stood with her back leaning against the tiny kitchenette counter, a cup of tea in her hands. The liquid sloshed over the sides because her hands shook so badly.

For a long moment, Nash stared. Her cheeks were pale, her green eyes dark, surrounded by shadows. As he crossed the room, her gaze sought his and her bottom lip trembled like her hands. She caught it between her teeth and her eyes filled.

Nash did the only thing he could. He took the cup from her, set it on the counter and then pulled her into his arms.

She rested her cheek against his chest, her fingers curling into his T-shirt. “I don’t know how this all happened or why.” A shiver shook her body, despite the heat already building outside.

“Tell me about it,” he encouraged.

“I was supposed to get married yesterday.”

“Already got that part.”

She turned her face into his shirt and pressed her forehead to his chest, not looking up as the story spilled out. “The ceremony was about to begin when I realized I didn’t love him. I almost married a man my father picked for me. Not one I loved.” She waved a hand and then clutched his shirt again. “I don’t know how I let the wedding plans go that far. Stupid, I guess. Gullible and stupid. I was about to go to him and tell him I couldn’t marry him when the best man showed up and said they couldn’t find the groom.” She laughed.

The mirthless sound made Nash’s heart contract. He stroked her curly auburn hair, wondering how any man could walk away from this woman. “He must have been a fool.”

“I thought he’d jilted me. The irony wasn’t lost on me, but I was angry. With myself. With my father. With Ryan. I looked for him. When I realized he wasn’t in the church, I went outside, thinking he might be in the garden. He wasn’t. And there it was. The convertible he should have been driving away from the church with me inside.”

She leaned back and stared up at him, a film of tears making her eyes shine brightly. “For the first time in my life, I did what I wanted to do. Not what my father or mother wanted me to do. I got into that car and drove away from the church, from my life and from everything I knew. I was tired of being something I wasn’t. Someone I didn’t know or care to be.” She smiled as the first tear trailed down her cheek.

Nash reached up to brush it away with his thumb, then he leaned forward and kissed her cheek.

“I didn’t want to go back to live under my father’s thumb, or marry a man of his choosing. I wanted to be independent. Live life as I saw fit.” She threw her hands in the air, turned away and paced the three steps needed to cross the length of the available floor space. “Then the flat tire, the wreck and the body in the trunk. I got scared. I didn’t know what to do. I thought I would be accused of murder.” As her words poured out in a jumble, she raked a hand through her hair and spun toward him, her eyes wide. “I don’t want to go to jail. I didn’t do anything wrong. But I actually did because I didn’t tell anyone.” She extended her arms, her wrists held together. “You might as well arrest me. I’m sure I broke some law. But I didn’t kill my fiancé.”

Nash raised his hands. “Whoa! Slow down there. What are you talking about? Why would I arrest you?” Once again, he gathered her in his arms, hoping to comfort her. Then his mind picked two words out of her jumbled diatribe, and he froze. Slowly, he pushed her to arm’s length, his brows lowered. “Wait. What body are you talking about? What murder?”

She stood staring, her entire body trembling now. “I told you. Ryan was in that trunk. My fiancé. He was dead.”


Chapter Eight
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After an hour and a half in the sheriff’s office, and a painfully thorough interrogation by the sheriff himself, Phoebe asked, “Now what? Am I going to jail?”

The sheriff shrugged. “We don’t have a body. A missing persons report has been filed on Bratton, but there was a break-in and a car stolen. Again, we don’t have the evidence of the missing car, so I can’t really arrest you.”

Phoebe let go of the breath she’d been holding. “And my family? Will they be notified?”

“Only if you want me to let them know,” the sheriff said. “You’re a grown woman. You don’t have to tell your family anything.”

“No. I’d rather they didn’t learn where I am until I’m good and ready to let them know myself. Will any of my testimony be shared containing my name?”

“No, ma’am. Again, you haven’t been arrested, so you won’t go on the docket or be shared across departments.” He pushed back his chair and stood. “Miss Sinclair, you’re free to go.”

Phoebe glanced around, looking for Nash. The deputy had excused him shortly after Phoebe had started relating her story. He hadn’t returned, nor had she left the sheriff’s office the entire time.

“Do you want me to have one of the deputies drive you home, Miss Sinclair?”

She shook her head, hoping Nash hadn’t left the building. “No, it isn’t too far to walk.”

The sheriff tipped his head, a frown deepening the lines across his forehead. “I guess you’ll be okay in broad daylight. After being chased last night, you should keep your night forays to a minimum, or go out with a friend. No use tempting fate or the bad guys.”

Since she had a job working nights, staying inside at night was impossible. She had to get to and from work. Stiffening her spine, Phoebe held out her hand. “Thank you, Sheriff Olson. I’ll be careful.”

“You might consider letting your folks know you’re okay.” His big hand enveloped hers in a reassuring grip. “I keep thinking my daughter is about your age. I’d want to know she was safe.”

“I’ll think about it,” she said. “My father is very overbearing. I’d like to put off the confrontation a little longer.” At least until she was firmly on her own two feet and established in Hellfire. Then she’d let her father know she was okay and not coming home anytime soon.

She stepped out of the sheriff’s office, and Nash hooked her elbow and hustled her toward the exit. “You could have told me you were the daughter of Jonathon Sinclair, the richest man in Texas.”

Anger rolled off him like puffs of steam. Pulling her arm free of his grip, Phoebe lifted her chin and marched on her own toward the door. “I am not my father. I’m just Phoebe.”

“Well, Just Phoebe, your father has a statewide manhunt out for you, with a ten-thousand-dollar reward attached.” He pushed through the door and held it for her.

“So?” She stopped and faced him, crossing both arms over her chest. “Are you turning me in and collecting?”

“Hell, no.” Again, he gripped her arm and led her out into the parking lot. “I’m driving you back to your garage apartment and then going home. Today’s my day off.”

Irritation prickled her skin, and she stopped short of his truck. “Go home, Deputy Grayson. You aren’t responsible for me. I can get back to my apartment on my own.”

Scowling, he opened the passenger door of his truck and held it. “Get in.”

“I’ve had enough of taking orders from the men in my life. Screw you!” She stepped around him and the truck, and marched across the parking lot.

“You’re going the wrong way,” he yelled.

Without looking in his direction, she turned and headed the other direction.

A chuckle sounded behind her. “Still going the wrong way.” He caught up to her and gripped her arms. “I’m sorry. I don’t like being lied to, so sue me.”

For a long moment, she held back her shoulders and her chin up. Then she released the tension that had built inside since Lola woke her with the news that morning. “Deputy Grayson—”

“Nash,” he corrected.

“Nash.” She drew in a breath and let it out. “Despite the fact that I lied to you, I don’t like lying, and I don’t make a habit of it.”

The anger leached from his face, and he released her. “Then why did you do it?”

Phoebe stared into his blue eyes. “What would you do if you ran away from a wedding in a car that didn’t belong to you and discovered a body in the trunk about the time a sheriff’s deputy rolled up behind you?” She flung her hand in the air, and assumed a high-pitched, sarcastic tone. “Hi, I’m a rich man’s daughter with a dead man in my trunk. Could you help me get him out so I can be on my merry way?”

For a long moment, Nash stared into her face. First one side of his mouth twitched upward, then the other. A moment later, he laughed so hard, he held onto his belly and bent double.

Phoebe had to admit the man was even hotter when he smiled. This was the first time she’d seen him laugh, much less smile. “You should laugh more often.”

“And you should stop attracting trouble like bees to honey.” He straightened and wiped the tears from his eyes. “Sweetheart, I can’t imagine you killing a man.”

Her hear flipped at the endearment, and her lips twitched. “I can’t even kill a spider. How would I kill a man?” Her gaze slipped lower to the mouth that had a moment before been smiling. Now it wasn’t. When his lips weren’t pressed into the usual tight line, they were full and temptingly kissable. Phoebe swayed toward him, pressing a hand to his chest. “I need to get back to the apartment. I promised to clean Lola’s house as payment for rent.”

This time when Nash held open the door to his truck, Phoebe didn’t argue. She brushed past him, her hip touching his, sending a shock of heat through her, reminding her he was way too sexy when he smiled, or laughed, or hell, if he just stood there with his broad shoulders and incredibly blue eyes.

Now was not the time to get involved. Especially with a man of the law. She forced herself to look out the side window, instead of sneaking peeks at him. He could be the one to arrest her when the authorities finally found Ryan’s body, and didn’t find the men who’d killed him. Getting involved with her could cause Nash to lose his job. He didn’t deserve to inherit her troubles by falling for her. Not that he would. But she sure felt the attraction and, given other circumstances, she might even fall for a guy like Nash Grayson.

They pulled into Lola’s driveway, then Nash got out and opened her door for her. When she went to slide down from her seat, he grabbed her around the waist and lifted, setting her gently on the ground.

“So, you’re cleaning Lola’s house?” he said.

She nodded. “That’s the plan.”

His brows arched. “As a rich man’s daughter, have you ever cleaned a house?”

Stiffening, Phoebe tilted her chin upward. “Not actually. But how hard could it be?”

“You have my number. Call if you have questions.” He winked.

She was left standing in the driveway, thinking he was arrogant and a know-it-all. House cleaning wasn’t rocket science. She could handle it.

An hour later, standing in an ever-growing blob of suds, she hated eating her words, and she loathed even more calling Nash for help. But if she didn’t do something soon, the entire house might be buried in the seething, frothing mess emanating from the washing machine. She dove for the phone and dialed Nash’s number. “I cry uncle. Is there any possibility you’re still in town, and could come over and tell me how to stop Lola’s house from being consumed by bubbles?”

Laughter met her ear, and she was tempted to slam the phone onto the cradle, but she couldn’t hang up when Nash was the only person she knew besides Lola. If she wanted to save Lola’s house, she had to put up with Nash laughing at her.

Once he got past the initial bark of laughter, Nash said, “I’ll be right there.”

True to his word, he showed up fifteen minutes later and walked into the kitchen where the suds had completely covered the tile flooring. He followed the flow to the source, the older model washing machine. “What soap did you use in the washer?” he asked as he leaned over the machine and switched it off.

“The blue liquid I found under the kitchen sink that said detergent.” She left him with the foaming machine and returned with a bottle of blue liquid.

“Honey, that’s dishwashing detergent, not laundry detergent.”

Heat swirled low in her belly when he called her honey. “What’s the difference?”

He nodded toward the flood of bubbles. “The difference is how sudsy it gets. Laundry detergent is low-suds. Get me a plastic cup and a bucket. We have to get the water with the soap in it out of the washer tub, and then run the rinse cycle several times to get the soap out of the clothes.”

Forty-five minutes later, the clothes were rinsed and in the dryer, and the bubbles had been mopped up, making the floor sparkling clean.

Phoebe’s stomach rumbled, and she pressed a hand to it.

Nash smiled. “Hungry?”

For a moment she couldn’t think past the way his mouth curved upward and his blue eyes shone. Then her belly sounded off again. Phoebe laughed. “I guess I am. With everything that’s happened this morning, I suppose I forgot to eat.”

He grabbed her hand. “Come on. Bob’s Diner has the best burgers in town.”

“No.” She pulled back. “I need to go to the store and stock up on groceries. I can’t spend all my money on a burger. I have to make my tip-money last all week.”

“I’m buying.”

She shook her head. “You’ve already done too much for me by taking me to work and back.”

“Then consider having lunch with me returning the favor. I don’t like to eat alone.”

Phoebe chewed on her bottom lip. When her stomach protested yet again, she sighed. “Okay. But I’ll pay for my own.”

Nash didn’t argue, but he drew her out of Lola’s house, not letting go of her hand until she climbed into his truck.

Phoebe barely noticed how damp she still was from cleaning up the bubble mess. Inside she was warm and happy. She hadn’t been arrested for murder, and Nash wanted her company at lunch. Perhaps he’d only invited her so he could keep an eye on her. After all, she had been chased by bad guys and discovered a body in her trunk. Now that the car and the body were missing, he might want to stay close and see if they turned up with her hand in the middle of it.

Anything that might start between her and Nash would be tainted by a murder and a theft. Until they found the true killers, Nash would probably always consider her a suspect. Yeah, he’d said he couldn’t imagine she had it in her to kill someone, but even the slimmest doubt would hang over her until the men responsible were found. She’d only known Nash a very short amount of time. But what Nash thought about her mattered more than she cared to admit.

Nash sat across the table from Phoebe Sinclair, the daughter of one of the richest men in Texas, and couldn’t remember enjoying a hamburger as much. Sure, she was high-society and way out of his league, but then he didn’t expect their lunch date to go anywhere. It was just nice to sit across the table from a beautiful woman who might possibly be just as messed up as he was.

He didn’t like that she’d lied, but he could understand why. Who would have believed a runaway bride wasn’t the prime suspect in her fiancé’s murder, especially if she was carting him around in her trunk?

Thankfully, with no body, she couldn’t be arrested. The fact her fiancé was dead couldn’t be proven. No body, no death, no murder suspect. He stared across the table, wondering how Jonathon Sinclair’s daughter had found herself in such dire circumstances and yet didn’t want her daddy to bail her out.

“What?” She touched her face. “Do I have soap film on my face?”

“No.” He pushed aside his empty plate. “Seems like it would be so much easier to make a phone call to your father, and you’d have everything taken care of. You wouldn’t have to worry about paying rent, finding a ride or working in a bar. He could line up every lawyer and law enforcement organization in the state to keep you out of trouble.”

Her lips thinned. “I’m tired of my father calling the shots for my life. I’ve been the good little daughter, doing everything my father and mother wanted of me, since I was born.”

“But you could have everything you would ever need.”

She shoved away her half-eaten hamburger. “Except self-respect and purpose. Until I worked at the Ugly Stick Saloon for one night, I didn’t know what I was missing.”

Nash snorted. “The Ugly Stick?”

“Yes, the Ugly Stick. I was actually needed. It felt good. Living with my father, the only time I’ve felt that way was when our stable hand took the weekend off. My father didn’t know it, but I took care of the horses. For three days, they were completely dependent on me for their food and water. The work gave me a sense of purpose. At the Ugly Stick last night, I liked that I could help Audrey, the woman who’d taken a chance on me, giving me a job when I had no experience.” She glanced at the clock on the wall. “Speaking of the Ugly Stick…I want to pick up some groceries and finish organizing my apartment before I go to work tonight.”

Nash laid a twenty on the table, and then stood.

Phoebe pulled a wad of bills from her pocket, selected a ten and handed it to him. “For my half of the check.”

He didn’t argue and accepted the bill. Paying her own way seemed to be a major point in her books. If doing so made her feel more in control of her life, so be it.

As Phoebe stood beside Nash’s truck, she raised her face to the bright Texas sun. “It’s going to be a beautiful day.” Her smile faded and she opened her eyes. “I just wish they could find whoever killed Ryan.”

“Did you love him?” Nash asked, and then wished he could take back the question. He shouldn’t care. But he did.

Phoebe’s lips tilted upward briefly and then fell. “No. I liked him okay, and he said all the right things, but there wasn’t anything else. No spark.”

“Then why marry him?”

She touched Nash’s chest, staring at where her fingers traced a wrinkle in his shirt. “I’ve pretty much always done what my mother and father wanted of me. I thought it was the right thing. Now I realize being so acquiescent was wrong in so many ways. Marriage to Ryan, had he lived, would have made us both miserable. But I didn’t wish him dead, and I’m scared to think that whoever did this is still running loose.”

She was so gorgeous with the sun’s rays bouncing off her auburn hair, turning it a flaming copper. Nash had the sudden urge to gather her in his arms and pull her body against his. He could keep her safe, if she let him. As though drawn by an irresistible force, he leaned toward her, wanting to press his mouth to hers.

Something whizzed past his ear and pinged against the glass of the passenger seat window behind Phoebe.

Nash’s gaze shifted from those tempting lips to a perfectly round hole in the glass. No sooner did it register what that hole meant than something struck his arm. He jerked at the stabbing pain.

Almost as soon as he did, Phoebe flinched and grabbed her shoulder.

“Ouch!” She glanced down at her hand. When she pulled it away from her shoulder, a bright red circle stained her palm and spread across her sleeve, where her hand had been. “What the h—”

Nash grabbed her and flung her to the ground, covering her body with his.

“What’s happening?” she said, her voice muffled beneath his chest.

“Gunfire. Stay down!”

More bullets pinged against the body of his truck, putting another hole in the window, this time shattering the glass completely. Nash lay still, listening, straining to hear the weapon’s report. Based on the lack of noise accompanying the shots, the weapon had to be a high-powered sniper rifle, fired from a good distance away.

“I can’t breathe,” Phoebe said, her voice dwindling to a whisper.

Nash eased off her body, positioning himself between Phoebe and the shooter. He eased his cell phone out of his back pocket and dialed dispatch. “Gretchen, I’m in the parking lot in front of Bob’s Diner, and we have a shooter lobbing bullets at us.”

“No shit!” Gretchen responded. “Stay down. I’ll alert the sheriff.”

“Tell him not to come to the front of the building. Seems to be us they’re shooting at, but I don’t want him to get caught in the crossfire.”

Half a minute later, Sheriff Olson appeared around the side of the diner, weapon drawn.

By then, the gunfire had ceased.

Nash didn’t feel confident it wouldn’t start up again, so he remained on the ground, his body a shield protecting Phoebe.

Within the next three minutes, every sheriff’s deputy on duty arrived in the parking lot, their vehicles surrounding Nash and Phoebe. The men on duty spread out on foot, searching in the direction Nash indicated from which the shots had been fired.

Nash rose to his haunches and pulled Phoebe up to hers. “Let’s get inside the building.”

“What’s happening?” Phoebe’s body trembled against his.

“I don’t know, but it’s not safe to remain outside in the open.” He led her into the diner where they were surrounded by the staff.

Chance arrived, wearing his paramedic uniform and carrying what appeared to be his medical tool box. Within minutes, he’d cleaned and bandaged Phoebe’s wound and Nash’s. “You should have a doctor check them out, just in case. But from what I could tell, they are only flesh wounds. You’re lucky. I saw your truck.” His lips thinned into a straight line. “It could have been worse.”

“Why would someone shoot at us?” Phoebe asked.

Nash shook his head. “Sweetheart, does your father have bodyguards?”

She nodded. “He does.”

“Did he hire them for you?”

“I suppose.”

“You don’t have bodyguards here. You’re exposed, and someone knows who you are. They might be targeting you because of your father.” Nash frowned. “Or whoever killed your fiancé might be after you as well.”

Phoebe’s eyes rounded. “You could have been killed. I can’t stay here.” She pushed to her feet and swayed. “I can’t stay in Hellfire. If I do, people could end up as collateral damage. I couldn’t live with myself if you or Audrey or Lola were killed by bullets meant for me.”

Nash pulled her against him. “The problem isn’t you. It’s the crazy people shooting at you.”

“But they’re shooting at me. I can’t let anyone else be hurt because of me.” She pressed a hand to her mouth, her eyes widening. “Do you think they killed Ryan trying to get to me?”

“I don’t know.” His arm firmly around her waist, he shook his head. “Until we catch them, we just have to play it safe.”

Phoebe’s shoulders drooped. “I have to call my father.”

“Why?” Nash asked.

“He has the bodyguards, the gated estate and the money to spend tracking down the culprits.”

“Or you can let the sheriff’s department here in Hellfire handle this,” Sheriff Olson said. “We don’t like it when our citizens are threatened.”

“But I’m new in town.” Phoebe spoke through the tears welling in her eyes. “You can’t really call me a citizen.”

“Are you, or are you not, living in the apartment over Lola’s garage?”

Brows wrinkled, she responded, “For an entire day. Just twenty-four hours.”

“Are you gainfully employed?” the sheriff continued.

Phoebe nodded. “Yes, but—”

Sheriff raised a hand to stop her protests. “Sounds to me like you’re a citizen of Hellfire. And we take care of our own.” He winked and turned to Nash. “Grayson, you are officially assigned to protect Miss Sinclair until we find the man responsible for the shooting.”

Nash’s chest tightened, and his chin rose. Even if he hadn’t been assigned, he’d have taken on the responsibility.


Chapter Nine
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“You can’t do that,” Phoebe said, straightening as she spoke. “I’m sure you can’t afford to assign one of your men to me full time. It’s not practical. My father pays a staff of security personnel. He has the money and can afford it.”

“Are you living with your father?”

“Not now. But I can go back and keep you and Hellfire from having to jump through hoops to protect one person.” She waved her hands in the air, feeling what little control she’d thought she had on her life slipping through her fingers. “I didn’t come here to be a burden.”

Sheriff Olson frowned and addressed Nash. “Deputy Grayson, do you consider protecting the citizens of Hellfire a burden?”

Nash’s lips twitched. “No, sir.”

“Then it’s settled.” The sheriff clapped his hand onto Nash’s back. “Grayson will see to it that you are safe until such a time as we find the shooter and lock him up.”

This wasn’t happening. The runaway train she’d been riding since she’d left the church seemed to have an endless amount of track and stops. “Seems as though I’m bad luck for Hellfire.”

“You can’t think that way.” Sheriff Olson touched Phoebe’s arm with his big callused hand. “You aren’t to blame. And you don’t have to give up your independence because an unidentified outlaw is gunnin’ for you. We’ll take care of the situation. And you.”

Phoebe swallowed hard on the constriction in her throat and a tear slipped from the corner of her eye. “Thank you.” She turned to Nash. “Can we go now?”

Nash nodded and hooked her elbow in his grip.

He had to be furious at the orders his boss had given. When he’d first learned she was the daughter of a wealthy man, a debutante and socialite, he’d been so angry. She’d lied to him and now he had to be her babysitter until further notice. This was not how independence was supposed to be.

Even with a parking lot full of the sheriff’s department SUVs, Phoebe hesitated before stepping out of the building.

Nash circled an arm around her waist and held her close, using his body as a shield.

She wanted to push him away. Dear God, if he took another bullet meant for her…

They made it to his truck without further incident. Though the window was shattered, someone had swept the glass out of the seats. Phoebe turned her head, left and right, searching for gunmen, not really knowing where to look, or what to look for. Nash was the former soldier, surely he knew.

Nash handed her up into the truck. “You might want to sit low in the seat.”

Phoebe glanced around, her jaw tight, her gaze skimming the buildings and nearby bushes and shadows. “You think they’ll try to shoot me again?”

“I don’t know what to think. I just know you should stay down. That way you don’t make a good target.”

Phoebe hunkered down, her head so low, she could barely see over the dash.

Nash got into the truck and pulled out onto Main Street. The short drive to Lola’s house was accomplished in strained silence.

When he pulled into the driveway in front of her apartment, he drew in a breath, shifted the truck into Park and turned. “Gather your clothes and whatever you might need for the next few days.”

“What?” With her hand on the door handle, she looked back at Nash, her eyes narrowing. Was he taking her to the nearest bus station and buying her a ticket home, just to get rid of her? “Why do I need my things?”

He pinned her with his stare. “You’re coming to stay at the ranch.”

Expecting the bus scenario, she took a moment before his words sunk in. Still they left her confused. “What ranch?”

“My ranch.” He unbuckled his seat belt, without looking away. “The Coyote Creek Ranch. It actually belongs to my brothers and I.”

Phoebe shook her head. Everything was happening too fast, leaving her thoughts spinning. “I have my own apartment. I’m not moving in with you, your brothers or anyone else.”

“From what I know about your apartment, it’s pretty small. Too small for the two of us.”

“What two of us?” Her cheeks heated as her chest tightened. She didn’t want to rely on anyone else. Taking a deep breath, she fought for calm in the face of the latest storm. “For the first time in my life, I live alone. I’m not ready to give up, yet.”

The infuriating man shook his head. “Sorry, honey. You heard the sheriff. Until we catch the guy who shot at you, I’m assigned to protect you.”

Phoebe crossed her arms over her chest. “I didn’t leave my father’s house, and his dictates, for another man to call the shots for me. This is my life, damn it!” She pounded her fist on the armrest. “I can take care of myself.”

“Do you own a gun?”

She shook her head. “But I can get one.”

“Do you know how to use one?”

“I’ve shot skeet before.”

“Have you fired a handgun?” He waved his hand. “Never mind. You’re in danger now. There’s a waiting period to purchase weapons. You don’t have the luxury of waiting for a weapon to protect yourself.”

“I’m not going with you. You’re not responsible for my safety.” She glanced out the window. “I’ll be careful.”

He shoved a hand through his hair and let out a frustrated breath. “Look. I’m sorry. I didn’t handle that well. I’m used to my men following my orders. I forget sometimes that I’m not in the military.”

She glared at him. How was she supposed to be independent when Nash insisted on hanging around? She didn’t need a man to be her bodyguard. Especially Nash Grayson. She had come to Hellfire to start over on her own. If the ruggedly handsome deputy was around day and night, she wasn’t sure she could resist him. Already, she’d been close enough to kiss him, and the temptation had been almost irresistible. No. Resisting him wasn’t possible.

The deputy lifted her hand in his. “Let me put it a different way.”

His voice had softened until it was like warm butter seeping into every pore of her skin, igniting her senses.

“I’d be pleased…” He raised his other hand, “no…honored, if you would allow me to protect you by staying by your side twenty-four-seven. Please, say yes. The decision will be one hundred percent yours.”

For a long moment she stared at him, her eyes narrowed, her free hand fisted in her lap as she fought to keep from throwing them around his neck and kissing him. He would probably be appalled by her advances. Just because she was secretly lusting after him didn’t mean he was lusting after her. Oh, hell, she was getting too deep, too fast with a man she’d only met a day before. Phoebe didn’t believe in love at first sight. But lust? Oh, hell yeah. Nash Grayson was purely lust-worthy and he was staring with those incredibly blue eyes, imploring her to say yes. “I’ll think about it,” she finally blurted. Anything to get him to let go of her hand before she raised it to her breast and begged him to touch her any ol’ way he liked, and then some.

“Be advised…If you say no to coming with me to the ranch, I’ll be forced to sleep in my truck here in the driveway, to make sure you’re okay. I wouldn’t want you to feel bad or anything about making me sleep in this cramped, bullet-ridden vehicle.” His lips twisted in a wry grin. “I’m willing to do whatever is needed to keep you safe. Even sacrifice my beauty sleep.” He winked.

“I said I’d think about it.” Hell, she couldn’t stop thinking about him. Crammed into his truck, outside her window. Or, if she went with him to his ranch, he could be in the room beside hers, sleeping naked. Cowboys slept in the nude, didn’t they? Oh, sweet Jesus. Was it hot inside the truck cab, or was it her? She resisted the urge to fan herself.

“Fair enough,” Nash said. “Now, if you could stay put, I’ll check things out.” He climbed out of the truck and studied the nearby houses, the bushes, shadows and windows, probably searching for gunmen.

Phoebe could imagine him in full combat gear. Images of news reels ran through her mind of soldiers fighting battles in the desert hills of Afghanistan. Only Nash wasn’t in a foreign country. Yet, he was facing a potentially hostile environment in Hellfire, Texas. Because of her.

Eventually, he opened the passenger door and helped her down from the truck. Using his body as a shield, he walked with her up the stairs to her apartment, following closely.

The entire time he hovered over her, she prayed no one would shoot. She didn’t want anything to happen to Nash. He’d more than proven himself a hero by rescuing her a couple times already. He deserved a long, peaceful life. Not one peppered by bullets meant for her.

As Phoebe pressed the key into the lock, the door swung open. “What the hell?”

Nash shoved her behind him. “Let me go first. While I do…sit.”

She didn’t argue, just did as he said, and sat, her hands shaking as she stared past his legs to the interior of her apartment as Nash entered.

From what she could see, boxes had been thrown, their contents spilled onto the floor. The drawers of the small kitchenette had been yanked from the cabinet, knives, forks and spoons strewn every which way.

Holy hell, what a mess. Phoebe crawled through the door and stood, her heart breaking over the damage.

Blankets and sheets of the twin bed in the corner had been ripped down the middle as though someone stabbed a sharp knife into the mattress and slashed down the center. Pillows were ripped open, the stuffing scattered like small cotton clouds. “Who would have done this?” Phoebe whispered through the hand covering her mouth.

Nash spun to face her. “I told you to wait and let me check it out.”

“I’m sorry,” was all she could say, tears welling in her eyes.

He shook his head and held open his arms.

Needing the reassurance of someone holding her, Phoebe walked into them. She felt as if her space had been violated. No place was sacred or safe.

“By the looks of it, someone was looking for something.”

“But I don’t have anything. The boxes are Lola’s. They’ve been here for a lot longer than I have, and nobody bothered them until I came along.”

Nash smoothed a hand over her hair. “I’m betting whoever shot at you did this.”

Phoebe curled her fingers into his shirt, clutching onto her sanity in the face of so much adversity. “It doesn’t make sense.”

“Sense or not, you aren’t safe here.” He tipped up her head. “You agree, don’t you?”

She nodded. “How am I going to tell Lola? She took me in. Gave me a place to stay. And I repay her with a trashed apartment.” She waved her hand at the boxes. “And her things have been destroyed.” She couldn’t stay here. Phoebe looked up at Nash, pulling her bottom lip between her teeth to keep it from trembling. She brought too much danger to the people around her. “I have to leave. I’m like a magnet for trouble.”

Nash tightened his arms around her. “You didn’t do this. Stop blaming yourself.”

She couldn’t meet his eyes, instead her gaze dropped to his lips. “I’m beginning to think I should just go back to my life with my father and give up on this insane notion of independence. Then, at least, no one else will be hurt.”

“No one else has been hurt.”

She touched his shirt where the bullet had cut a hole. “You were.”

“Just a scratch.” He tilted her chin upward. “You’ll be okay. We’ll all be okay. Let the sheriff and his deputies handle finding the bad guys. In the meantime, I’ll keep you safe.”

His tone was warm, caressing, and his arms felt so strong and comforting. When Phoebe met his gaze, she melted into his blue eyes. More than her fear of bullets, she was afraid her heart wouldn’t be safe from this handsome deputy. Nash didn’t need her kind of complication in his life. He deserved so much better. With her breasts crushed to his chest and her hands trapped between, she couldn’t fight the intense longing building inside. “Are you sure I’ll be safe?” she whispered.

“I promise,” Nash said. Then he lowered his head and pressed his lips to hers.

The kiss started out light, almost like an exploration of her mouth. Phoebe leaned into him, her hands climbing up his chest to circle around the back of his neck and bring him closer.

His tongue skimmed the seam between her lips and she opened to him.

At that point, something snapped between them.

Nash raised one hand to cup the back of her head, and he deepened the kiss, his tongue sweeping the length of hers, caressing, thrusting and flicking hers until she could barely think. At the same time, his other hand dug into her buttocks, pressing her belly against the hard ridge beneath the fly of his jeans.

Phoebe should have been shocked, but she wasn’t. Instead, her body burned, an ache spreading outward from her core, making her want more. She lamented the barrier of clothing separating her body from his.

When he finally raised his head, he stared downward for a long moment.

“Phoebe?” A female voice called from below. Footsteps sounded on the stairs.

Nash dropped his arms to his sides, and Phoebe stepped backward as Lola arrived in the doorway. “I don’t think my kitchen floor has ever been as shiny, or my laundry room so clean as it is today—” She stopped in mid-sentence, her mouth falling open. “Oh, my God. Phoebe, darlin’, are you okay?”

Phoebe struggled for words when her entire being shook with the force of her desire for the man standing so near. “I’m fine.” Hell, she wasn’t anywhere close to fine, and she might never be fine again. Not after that all-consuming, earth-shattering and soul-defining kiss.

Nash drove to the ranch in silence, still reeling. Had he known how profoundly he would be affected by one kiss, he might not have kissed Phoebe.

Who was he kidding? The more he’d been with her, the more he’d wanted to kiss her. Especially after the shooting, when Phoebe had shown her true colors. She hadn’t wanted any of her newfound friends hurt because of her presence. She’d have gone back to her father’s world, a world she had sworn to leave behind, just to save her adopted town from trouble.

If a body was truly in that stolen car, the murderers had killed once. They probably wouldn’t stop until they killed again.

Nash’s fingers tightened on the steering wheel. The sun was setting on the Texas horizon. Before he left Hellfire, he’d been in contact with the sheriff. The deputies had canvassed the area and hadn’t found any mention or evidence of a sniper except for the bullets lodged in the door panel of Nash’s truck. The sheriff sent them immediately to the state crime lab in Austin but it would take time before the office got anything back. Without suspects, all they could do was be on the lookout for a stranger carrying a sniper rifle.

With the tri-county rodeo still in the region, they had lots of strangers to choose from. Too many.

“I promised Charli and Libby I’d work at the Ugly Stick tonight,” Phoebe said as they pulled through the gate of the Coyote Creek Ranch.

“Out of the question,” Nash replied without having to think about it.

“Part of me agrees with you. The part that knows I could bring down the shooter on the patrons of the saloon. The other part wants to help them while Audrey is out of commission. She gave me a job when I needed one so badly. I hate to leave her in the lurch.”

Nash shot a glance her way.

Phoebe gnawed on her lip, her brows knit in a sad kind of frown.

“Helping Audrey means a lot to you, doesn’t it?” he asked.

“I told you…I want to help.”

“And you feel needed.” Nash could relate. Perhaps that was the reason he’d gone to work for the sheriff’s office. As a soldier, he’d served his country. The ranch was a great place to go while healing his wounds, but he’d needed to be a part of something bigger than himself or the ranch. Serving the community he loved had given him back the sense of purpose and some of the camaraderie he’d lost when he’d been released from the military.

Pulling to a halt in front of the ranch house, he turned. “With this being the last night of the rodeo, the saloon will be slammed. If we’re careful and you stay in the building at all times, we could go. Hopefully, the shooter won’t go all postal on a crowded bar. I’ll touch bases with the bouncer and have her make sure no one gets inside packing a weapon.” His lips twitched. “Greta Sue can be a real ball-buster. She’s not afraid of frisking people if she suspects they’re carrying.”

“I don’t want to put anyone at risk by being there,” Phoebe insisted. “I still don’t understand why someone would want to kill me, or Ryan, for that matter.”

“Since they tossed your apartment, they had to be looking for something.”

“I had nothing on me when I left the church except my wedding dress. I was so angry when I ran out of the church, I left my purse, my wallet and identification behind.”

“I don’t know why you would think your fiancé would stand you up at the altar. He’d have to have been an idiot.”

Phoebe smiled. “Thanks. But I don’t think we really knew each other. I guess I thought he’d come to realize that and wanted out.”

“But you were ready to marry him.”

“I thought I knew him, we’d dated, even kissed on occasion. I was more interested in my horses than in whatever else was going on in my life or his. When Ryan asked me to marry him, I thought it would be nice to have a house of my own, and I’ve always wanted children.”

Nash frowned. “You were willing to marry the man for a house and kids?”

Phoebe stared at the building in front of them. “My parents are proof you don’t have to be in love to be married and procreate. Sometimes I felt like a doll they kept around to dress up and parade in front of their friends and acquaintances.”

Nash shook his head, feeling sorry for the little girl who grew up in a big house with parents who treated her as more of a possession than a cherished member of a loving family.

If she were a member of his family, he wouldn’t have let her feel like a stranger in her own home. But she wasn’t a member of his family. She didn’t belong to him, and as soon as they found the people responsible for shooting at her, she’d no longer need him to protect her.

Though he’d only known her a day, the thought of her walking out of his life, only made him want to reach out and hold. The thought was insane, but he couldn’t make it go away. In an attempt to direct himself away from dangerous thoughts of getting to know Phoebe better, and perhaps making her a part of his family, Nash steered the conversation in another direction. “You had horses?”


Chapter Ten
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Phoebe smiled across at Nash and nodded. “Yes, we had horses. I imagine my father will probably sell them, now that I’m gone.”

“Neither your mother or father ride?” Nash asked.

“No. My father bought the horses as an investment. I didn’t care what he called it. I was thrilled because I got to ride.”

“While you’re at the ranch, you can ride any horse you like.”

Her chest tightened and her eyes stung. “Can I?” Why was this man so generous? She’d been nothing but trouble since he’d found her on the side of the road.

He gave her a stern look. “As long as I’m with you.”

Her heart lightening, she smiled. Riding with Nash sounded like heaven. “Deal. Could we ride tomorrow?”

Nash nodded, his lips curling up on the corners. “Come on. Let’s see if Beckett and Kinsey are home. I don’t see either one of their vehicles, but they could be parked around back.”

Inside, the house was shadowed and silent.

“Beckett?” Nash called out. “Kinsey?”

No one answered.

Carrying Phoebe’s plastic grocery bag full of thrift-shop clothing, Nash led the way up the stairs. “You can have this room. The bathroom is right across the hall.”

“Thank you.” She took the bag from his hand and laid it on the bed. “Where will you be?”

“I’m in the next room. If you run into any trouble, all you have to do is call out. I’ll be there for you.”

She nodded and stared around the room, glad to know Nash wouldn’t be far. After all that had happened, Phoebe didn’t feel safe. Her self-defense classes wouldn’t help her stop a bullet, should the shooter decide to target her again.

The room she stood in was like a spread in a magazine touting the virtues of cozy cabins in the woods. A wooden four-poster bed stood in the middle of the far wall. A brightly colored quilt covered the mattress, giving the room a warm, vibrant and welcoming quality her room back home lacked.

“I’m sorry,” Nash said. “It’s probably not what you’re used to, but it’s home to us.”

She turned to him, her eyes wide, tears welling. “Oh, Nash. I was just thinking how much like a real home everything here is—this room, this house, the ranch. Not like the sterile, art-deco style my mother prefers. I love it here.” She wrapped her arms around his waist and pressed her cheek to his chest, inhaling the fresh outdoorsy scent that was Nash. “I’m just sorry that my bid for independence has been at the Grayson family’s expense. I was supposed to live on my own, learn how to survive without my father’s money or servants.” She laughed and dug her fingers into his shirt, wishing she could take back all the trouble. “Instead, I’m a burden on you and your brothers.”

He shifted against her, his hand resting at the small of her back, his cheek pressing against the side of her temple. “You know I don’t feel that way.” He tipped up her chin and stared down into her eyes. “I have to admit, when I first ran into you stranded on the side of the road, with your wedding dress puffed out all around you and your car stuck on a fencepost, I didn’t expect you to stay in Hellfire.” He kissed the tip of her nose. “I thought, the first chance you got, you’d be on your way back to where you’d come from.”

“I couldn’t go home,” she admitted. “I no longer fit in there.” It wasn’t the first time she’d felt that way. But this was the first time she’d done anything about it. And boy had she gone out in a big way.

Nash swept a strand of her hair back from her face, tucking it behind her ear, his coarse fingers evidence of a man who worked with his hands. As they brushed against her ear, tingles spread from where he touched on down to her aching core.

“I was certain I’d be glad to see the back of you,” he whispered.

“And now?” She stared up into his clear blue gaze, her heart squeezing in her chest, her breath catching in her throat.

“I’m glad you didn’t leave,” he said.

Phoebe let go of the breath she’d held and leaned into his body, relieved he didn’t regret meeting her.

“If you had gone,” he continued, “I couldn’t do this.” Nash pressed his lips to her cheek and followed the line out to her earlobe.

Unable to resist his touch, Phoebe tilted her head, allowing him greater access to her bare skin.

Nash trailed kisses down the long line of her neck to the base where her pulse beat wildly. “Or this.” He threaded his fingers into her thick hair and tugged her head backward. His lips found the swell of her breasts rising above the dip of the tank top neckline.

She caught the back of his neck and held his head over her breasts, her chest rising and falling like a runner at the end of a race. Each time she filled her lungs, the rounded swells rose, meeting his lips.

He graced them with a kiss, his hand sliding down her back to pull her hips closer. Nash kicked the bedroom door closed behind him.

Phoebe didn’t know where his brother Beckett and his fiancée Kinsey had gone, nor when they’d be back. She didn’t care. She was past thinking about anything or anyone beyond the walls of the quaint little bedroom with the pretty four-poster bed. Her focus zeroed in on the former soldier and all of the naughty things he could do.

Nash squeezed the firm flesh of her buttocks.

Heat pooled low in Phoebe’s belly. She wrapped one of her smooth calves around the back of his leg, her skin scraping over the denim of his jeans.

Despite the thickness of two layers of fabric between them, she could feel his heat against her center.

The hard ridge beneath his fly pressed against her leg. God, he was tempting. How could a man who’d only come into her life a day earlier have her wrapped so tightly she could barely draw a breath? With his arms around her, she could feel the hard contours of his body, her own softer curves accommodating him. Desire rose like molten lava, hot and fast, racing outward.

She hadn’t come to his ranch with the intention of making love to the handsome deputy. But now, with their bodies entwined, she could think of nothing she wanted more. If she gave in to the aching passion, he’d think she was as bad as any other socialite. Still, she couldn’t tear herself away. She needed him, inside her, filling her to make the emptiness of her life have new meaning. Phoebe caught his face between her hands and kissed him, her tongue pushing through his lips to tangle with his, her heart open, willing to risk everything for one chance with him.

If he were smart, Nash would have backed up, turned and run from the room before he went any further with Phoebe. The runaway bride and daughter of the multi-millionaire was so far out of his league he would be crazy to get involved. Instead, he stood there like she was any woman, not a wealthy heiress. He held the swell of her hips in his hands, pressing her closer.

Then Phoebe pushed against his chest and stepped out of the circle of his arms.

Thank God, she was the one to break it off, to stop the insanity before they went too far. Cool air did nothing to chill the inferno blazing inside Nash. Yet, he felt bereft at the distance she’d placed between them. A moment before he’d chastised himself for letting the madness go as far as it had. Now he couldn’t bring himself to let her walk away. He raised his hands to pull her back against him.

Phoebe shook her head and grasped the hem of her tank top. With a smile, she pulled it up over her head.

Hallelujah! Nash dragged in a deep breath, closed his eyes for a moment, sending a silent ‘thank you’ to the heavens. Then he fought for calm, patience and whatever it would take to make him last more than five seconds before he exploded. When he opened his eyes, he took her hands and forced his gaze to rise above the lacy cups of her white, strapless bra to connect with her green-eyed stare. “I didn’t bring you here to seduce you.”

“Who said you were seducing me?” Smiling, she inched closer and grabbed the hem of his T-shirt. “Do you expect your brother back anytime soon?”

“God, I hope not,” Nash said, his breath hitching in his chest. “You don’t owe me anything.”

Her brows furrowed. “Owe you?” She tilted her head sideways. “Do you think I’m paying you for rescuing me?”

He hoped not. Sex as payment for doing his job was wrong in so many ways. And what he felt for Phoebe couldn’t be anything but right. “I just want to be sure.”

“My father always says, nothing is sure in life, but death and taxes.” She shook her head, a smile quirking the edges of her lips. “I’ve always followed the rules, done what I was told, thought what my father told me to think. This time, I’m thinking for myself.” Her hands twisted in his shirt and dragged it upward, inch by inch. “I want to feel for myself and…make love to the one I want.” She stopped halfway up his torso. “Unless, you don’t want to.” Her eyes shot wide. “Good Lord, I don’t want to take advantage of you, any more than I already have.”

“Advantage of me…not want to?” He couldn’t wrap his thoughts around her words. They made absolutely no sense, and the pretty frown settling between her eyes only made him laugh. “Are you kidding?” He pulled her hips toward him and nudged her belly with the hard ridge beneath his jeans. “What do you think?”

Her frown disappeared, and she slid her hand between them, cupping his package. “I think we’re heading in the same direction.”

“Good, because I was beginning to think I’d fallen down a rabbit hole with no directions for how to get out.” With a quick move, he yanked his shirt over his head and tossed it to the corner.

Phoebe squeezed his hand and backed toward the bed. “This way, Alice.”

He resisted, shaking his head. “You did not just call me Alice.”

Phoebe winked. “If not Alice, show me who you are.” Holding his gaze, she reached for the rivet on her denim shorts and flicked it open. When her fingers closed around the metal zipper tab, she smiled and drew it downward.

Blood roared in Nash’s ears and thundered through his veins, heading due south. He swept Phoebe up by the backs of her thighs and lifted, wrapping her long, luscious legs around his waist. His cock strained against the confines of his jeans, aching to press into the warm wetness of her channel.

Dipping his head, he claimed her mouth, plundering its depths, tasting and teasing her tongue until she clamped her hands around his head and gave as good as she got. Nash crossed the floor and eased Phoebe onto the bed, knocking the bag of her clothes to the floor. “Say the word and we can stop here.”

“For the love of Mike, don’t stop now.” She weaved her hands into his hair and pulled him closer, making room for him on the bed beside her.

Nash pulled his wallet from his back pocket, extracted a condom and laid it on the bed beside her. “I was a good boy scout. Always prepared.”

“Oh, thank God. I didn’t even think…” Phoebe mumbled and grabbed his shoulders, rolling him onto his back. She shimmied out of her shorts, kicked them to the floor and straddled his hips to tug at the button on his jeans.

He covered her hands with his. “Why the hurry?”

“Seriously?” She stared at him, her jaw dropping. “I’m on fire! If we wait one more minute, I’m certain the sheets will spontaneously combust. I won’t be held responsible if your house burns down because you wanted to waste time on foreplay.”

At her unexpected comment, he laughed out loud. His chest tight, his groin tighter, Nash sobered, leaned forward and kissed her, then flipped her onto her back and pressed his lips to the hammering pulse at the base of her throat. He edged lower, pushing aside the cup of her bra to capture a nipple between his teeth. “You’re beautiful.”

Phoebe gasped. She arched her back, offering up more of herself, twisting an arm behind her back to unhook the bra. “Enough talk.” Both breasts sprang free, lush, perky and tipped with rosy peaked nipples.

Nash sucked one into his mouth, taking as much as he could, flicking and tapping the hardening evidence of her desire.

She clasped his head and shifted his attention to the other one.

After thoroughly exploring the second perfectly formed nipple, Nash blazed a path downward, his mind completely consumed by the image of her body lying against his grandmother’s quilt, the brightly-colored squares framing her in a cacophony of color and light.

Her bright, coppery hair spilled out around her shoulders, her green eyes reflecting the sunlight filtering through the open window. “Please,” she moaned.

“Please what?”

“I want you…nooowww.” She ran her hand down her belly to cup the juncture of her thighs.

Nash hooked his thumb in the elastic of her panties, dragged the scrap of silk down her legs, past her feet and tossed it to the corner. He rolled off the bed, shucked his boots and jeans, all the while consuming her with his gaze. When he stood before her naked, he couldn’t believe this beautiful woman, with the pale skin, flaming auburn hair, and eyes the color of spring hay, lay waiting for him.

Phoebe’s cheeks flushed a pretty pink. “You look like you’re hungry and ready to eat the proffered offering.”

“I am, and I will.”

Her eyes darkened. She drew her knees upward and then let them fall to each side, leaving a gap between her legs for him to slide between.

And he did. Climbing onto the bed, he settled between her legs, draping her thighs over his shoulders. He scooped his hands beneath her bottom and raised her to him.

Her entrance glistened with the dew of her desire. She dug her hands into the quilt, curling her fingers around the colorful squares.

Nash dipped his tongue into her center and swirled.

Phoebe threw back her head and moaned.

He chuckled. “Still think I’m wasting time on foreplay?”

“No!” she said, her voice barely more than a gasp. “Yes! No!”

Nash loved that she was conflicted. Loved that she was overcome by her passion. Not until he brought her to the very edge would he take her. Not a moment sooner. Their first time had to be so incredible, she would stay for another…and another.

He continued to tongue her until she twisted her hands in his hair, arched her back and cried out, “I need you. Inside me. Now!”

He climbed up between her legs and entered her slowly, letting her adjust to his size.

Her channel contracted around him, squeezing, drawing him deeper.

The heat, the slick moisture and her legs wrapping around him pushed him past his ability to take his time and make it last. “I. Can’t. Hold. Back. Any longer.”

She clasped his face in her hands and stared up into his eyes. “Then don’t. Give me all you’ve got.”

He thrust into her, hard, fast and deep, pounding against her again and again.

Phoebe threw back her head and moaned. She lowered her legs, dug her heels into the mattress and met him thrust for thrust.

The closer he came to the edge of release, the more rigid his body grew. Driving into her one last time, he launched into the stratosphere, calling out her name. “Phoebe! Oh, sweet Phoebe!”

He remained deep inside her for a long, exquisite moment, his cock throbbing, the tension leaving him with each passing second. Finally, he collapsed on the bed beside her, maintaining their intimate connection.

Now that he’d had her in his arms and buried himself inside her, he couldn’t let her go. He wanted to get to know this woman who’d turned her back on her life in the city, with servants taking care of her every need, to start over in Hellfire.

Nash prayed she didn’t change her mind. Following his first prayer, he asked to keep her safe from the men who’d attacked her. He hoped he would be smart and brave enough to deflect any future attempts on Phoebe’s life.


Chapter Eleven
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Phoebe snuggled against Nash for over an hour, reveling in the warmth and security of his muscled chest and rock-hard biceps. Skin-to-skin, she’d never felt more beautiful or cherished. In the back of her mind, she knew she should feel guilty that she was in another man’s bed barely a day after the death of her fiancé.

But she couldn’t feel the guilt. Only sorrow for a life ended before his time. Now that she knew what real passion was, Phoebe realized she’d never felt more than a brotherly liking for Ryan. Even that feeling had been a product of her father’s encouragement and approval of the match. She’d been stupid to agree to the wedding in the first place, when she didn’t love the man she was to marry.

She ran her hand across Nash’s broad chest, feeling the strength of his muscles beneath skin stretched tightly over his frame. This was a man she could fall in love with. Nash was a veteran, a man of honor who’d fought for his country and now served his community as a deputy, making it a safer place to live. And he protected her from a man who’d been determined to put a bullet through her.

As a shiver rippled across her body, she fingered her grandmother’s locket at her throat. If the shooter’s aim had been a little more to the right, Nash might have been killed.

His arm tightened around her. “Are you cold?”

“No.” For a moment, she pressed her cheek to his chest then she pushed up enough to look into his eyes. “But I need to get ready to work at the saloon tonight.”

“Or you could call Audrey and tell her you can’t make it.”

Phoebe bit down on her bottom lip. “Remember, she hurt herself last night. If I don’t show up, she might decide she needs to be there and rip a stitch or something.”

Nash leaned up and kissed the tip of her nose. “Then you’d better get ready. You can have the first shower.”

“I have a better idea.” She rolled off the bed, took his hand and tipped her head toward the door. “Why don’t we shower together?”

With a grin spreading across his face, Nash leaped out of the bed, snatched a second condom from his wallet and hurried for the door. He opened it and stuck out his head. “Beckett? Kinsey?”

No one answered.

“Come on.” Holding her hand, he led her across the hall to the bathroom.

Phoebe smothered a giggle and closed the door behind them. Once in the shower, the giggles continued as she chased the bar of soap around, bumped into all parts of Nash and sloshed water all over the floor. In between playing, they made love again.

Nash lifted her up, wrapped her legs around his waist and braced her against the cool tiled wall. Nothing could chill the heat from her body, not when Nash sheathed himself and drove deep inside her. She’d never felt so incredible. As Nash thrust into her, Phoebe shot into the heavens on the best orgasm she’d ever experienced.

He held her there, buried deep inside until they both returned to earth under the cooling spray of the shower. Nash eased her to her feet, rinsed her body, and then shut off the water.

Phoebe rose up on her toes and pressed a kiss to his lips. He held her wet body against his. She loved his hard, muscular chest and the steely strength of his arms.

As much as she’d rather go right back to bed with Nash, Phoebe had a promise to keep. She reached for a towel and dried Nash’s body as he dried hers. More laughter ensued until they stood dry and breathless.

“Hey, everything okay in there?” a deep voice called out.

Gaze narrowed, Nash pressed a finger to her lips. “I’m fine. Just fine.”

Phoebe kissed his finger, swallowing another giggle. Who knew making love could be so much fun?

“I’m not worried about you. I’m concerned about the woman you’re holding prisoner in there,” Beckett said. “Knock three times if you’re being held against your will.”

Phoebe gasped and answered, “I’m fine, too.”

“Good,” Beckett said with a chuckle. “I was afraid I’d have to call the cops on my cop brother.”

“Jerk.” Nash shook his head, a smile pulling at his lips.

“Damn right,” Becket returned. “One of us has to keep a level head. As the oldest, I feel like it’s my responsibility.”

Nash rolled his eyes. “We’re going to the Ugly Stick again tonight, if you and Kinsey want to join us.”

“I think we’ll pass on the saloon. Shower sex sounds like more fun.”

“Beckett!” Kinsey cried out. “You don’t have to announce our plans to the world.”

“You mean our plans to have sex in the shower?” Beckett laughed out loud. A loud smacking sound followed. “Ouch! You didn’t have to hit me that hard.”

“Quit crying, baby. And leave those two alone.”

“I take it Phoebe’s not changing her mind about getting married since the groom is apparently dead.” Beckett’s voice moved away from the door. “Oh, by the way, in case you haven’t heard, they found the car and the body in the trunk.”

Nash wrapped a towel around his waist and yanked open the door. “What did you say?”

Gasping, Phoebe tucked a towel around her body and leaned around Nash to see Beckett and Kinsey standing in the hallway.

Beckett nodded. “Got your attention, finally.” He tipped his head toward Kinsey. “We were in the diner when Sheriff Olson got the call.”

“Where did they find it?” Nash asked.

“In the old gravel quarry east of town. That poor car is completely totaled. From what the sheriff said, whoever stole it ripped up every seat and tore out the door panels and headlining. Then, they burned it.”

Phoebe reeled backward, the blood rushing from her head into the pit of her belly.

“Thanks for letting me know.”

“You would probably know if you’d answered your phone.” Beckett’s lips twisted into a wry grin. “Of course, answering your phone when you’re having sex in the shower with a beautiful woman can be difficult.”

Kinsey backhanded Beckett in the belly. “You’ve teased them enough.”

Beckett winked at Nash. “That’s my cue to shut up and put up.”

Kinsey took his hand and led him toward the master suite, calling out over her shoulder, “If you need us, you know where you can find us.”

Nash waited until Beckett and Kinsey disappeared behind the master suite door before leading Phoebe back to the bedroom across the hallway. As soon as she crossed the threshold, Phoebe clutched her belly, a sick, awful feeling forming. “If they have the body, they now have reason to take me in on suspicion of murder.” She turned to face him. “Oh, my God. Nash, you just made love with a potential murder suspect. What will happen to you? What will we do?”

Nash’s gut tightened. He didn’t give a damn that Phoebe’s dead fiancé had shown up. Deep down, he knew Phoebe didn’t have a mean bone in her body. She couldn’t have killed the man, and she sure as hell couldn’t have stuffed his body in the trunk. “What we’re doing is continuing on as though nothing happened. You’re going to work at the Ugly Stick and I’ll go along to keep you safe. Just like the sheriff ordered.” He tipped his head toward her towel. “You might want to put on some clothes. I know they prefer the girls show some skin, but you’re a little underdressed even for the Ugly Stick standards.”

Phoebe yanked off her towel and popped him with it.

He tackled her on the bed and ended the argument with a deep, soul-wrenching kiss. When he finally came up for air, he wanted nothing more than to remain in the bed, making love to Phoebe through the night.

She stared up into his eyes. “What happens next?”

He knew she wasn’t asking about getting dressed and going to work. “Let the sheriff decide. They will probably take me off the case due to conflict of interest.”

She curled her fingers around his arms. “Will the sheriff remove you from bodyguard duty?”

“He might.” Nash rose from the bed and held out his hand. Not that he’d obey an order to stand down from his duties as bodyguard to Phoebe. He couldn’t imagine leaving her unprotected, or entrusting her safety to someone else.

Phoebe placed hers in his and let him pull her to her feet.

Nash enveloped her in his embrace and held her naked body against his, his cock nudging her belly, ready for another round of lovemaking. “We’ll figure out this thing.”

Nestling close, she wrapped her arms around his waist. “I hope so.” Then she straightened and smiled, though her lips appeared a little tight and strained. “Right now, I’d better get dressed for the Ugly Stick.” Phoebe pulled on the cut-off denim shorts and tank top she’d worn earlier and the cowboy boots she’d found at the thrift shop.

While she ran a brush through her damp, auburn curls, Nash dressed in his jeans and pulled on his boots. By the time he was ready, she was standing at the door, her hand on the doorknob.

“Just so you know, just because we engaged in…” Her cheeks burned a bright red as she glanced around the room, as if searching for the right word.

“Lovemaking?”

Her gaze anchored on his. “Sex.” She pushed back her shoulders. “You’re not in any way under any obligation to me.”

He stiffened. “Is this your way of giving me the brush-off?”

Her eyes widened. “On the contrary. I’m giving you permission to walk away. No strings attached.”

Fighting anger at her dismissal, he closed the distance and pulled her into his arms. “I’d rather have your permission to take you on a date. To get to know you better.”

She snorted softly. “I’d say you know me better already than any of my family.” She rested a hand on his chest. “I just don’t want you to ruin your reputation with a murder suspect. You deserve better than that.”

“And you deserve to live your life as you see fit.”

“If I’m arrested, I might have to get my father to bail me out of this mess. Without him, I don’t have access to the best lawyers money can buy.”

“Hopefully, the situation won’t come to that.” He tried to pull her close to kiss her one more time.

Her hand on his chest firmed, and she held him off. “Promise me you won’t let anyone know we had a fling. I couldn’t bear it if you were dragged into this mess.”

“Only if you promise to go out with me when the dust settles.” He brushed a strand of her hair behind her ear, loving how soft and silky it felt. He didn’t like that Phoebe was trying to protect him, when he was supposed to be protecting her.

“Deal.” She held out her hand.

He took it in his and shook before lifting it to his lips. “You’re an amazing woman, Phoebe. Don’t disappear on me when I’m just getting to know you.” Nash pressed a kiss to the back of her hand. With a slight tug, he pulled her against him and claimed her mouth in one last, desperate kiss. Something inside him told him it might be just that. The last kiss.

They left the house and climbed into his truck, heading for the county line where the Ugly Stick Saloon sat at the convergence of three counties. The parking lot was filled and overflowing with pickup trucks, SUVs and dusty cowboys.

Nash walked Phoebe past the rowdy bunch of men there to celebrate after a hard, hot day at the rodeo.

They entered through the front door, and Greta Sue, the bouncer built like a freight train, stepped in front of them. “Is that a banana in your pocket, or you just glad to see me?”

Nash leaned close and opened his jacket enough for Greta Sue to see the Glock tucked in a shoulder holster. “On duty, Greta Sue,” he whispered.

Her eyes narrowed. “I heard about the shooting earlier today.” Her gaze shifted to Phoebe. “Glad you’re taking care of our girl.” She stepped aside, allowing them to proceed.

Phoebe’s lips curled into a smile, her eyes filling with tears.

“What’s wrong?” Nash asked.

“Nothing. Everything’s great.” She glanced up at him, letting her smile spread across her face. “For the first time in my life, I just feel like I belong. It’s a good feeling.”

Nash’s heart squeezed in his chest at the look of joy on Phoebe’s face. She must have led a pretty lonely life in the city, despite all the people around her. Well, not anymore. She was one of them now.

Once inside, Phoebe went right to work, carrying trays of drinks to thirsty patrons.

Nash stood against the wall and waited for a seat at the bar to open, his gaze darting between the bar and Phoebe as she wove her way through the tables and cowboy boots, smiling and happy serving others. He could hardly believe she was the daughter of a multi-millionaire. She wasn’t at all concerned about serving others or breaking a nail. She wasn’t above the cowboys in their worn jeans and scuffed boots. She wore second-hand clothes and was damn proud to have them.

“She’s doing great,” a voice said beside him.

He turned to face Audrey, wearing a white blouse, a pair of jeans and her signature red cowboy boots with metal studs. “I thought you would be home with your leg up, babying your stitches.”

“I had to do some fancy talking to get Jackson to bring me. I told him I was uncomfortable lying down and standing was better. I also promised not to stay too long.” She spread her hands wide. “As you can see, they don’t need me anyway.”

“They will always need you, sweetheart.” Jackson joined them. “You’re what makes this place so great.”

“Damn right she is,” Nash agreed.

Audrey’s face reddened. “Thanks.”

For another minute, the three of them stood in silence. Nash couldn’t take his gaze from Phoebe. Something about the way she moved mesmerized him and made him count the minutes until he could get her back to the ranch house and in his bed. He hadn’t been looking for a woman to share his life, and he never thought the runaway bride he’d found on the road into Hellfire would be the one for him, but now…

“She’s a beautiful woman, our Phoebe,” Audrey said. “And she fits right in at the Ugly Stick. She’s smart, quick on her feet and has such a welcoming smile.” The owner of the saloon bumped shoulders with Nash. “You like her, don’t you?”

Nash stiffened. Were his feelings for Phoebe that obvious? “She’s okay.”

“You wouldn’t be hanging around so much, if you didn’t.” Audrey persisted.

He didn’t tell her what he knew about Phoebe and that Sheriff Olson had assigned him to protect the socialite.

“You don’t have to tell me anything about Phoebe, I have my sources.” Audrey crossed both arms over her chest. “You’d never guess she was the daughter of the Dallas millionaire Jonathon Sinclair.” Her smile faded, and she laid a hand on Nash’s arm. “I also know someone is after her, and that someone fired on you two earlier today. I’m glad neither of you were hurt.”

Nash shot a glance down at Audrey. “She almost didn’t come to work tonight, because she was afraid she’d bring trouble to the saloon.”

“I’m glad she came. I can’t get around easily to help out. Enough people are in the place that I doubt the shooter would try to get to her here.”

“Come on, darlin’,” Jackson said. “Let’s get you off your feet. The doctor won’t be happy if he finds out you came to work.”

Audrey frowned and rubbed the sides of her jeans. “I guess you’re right. My stitches are rubbing against the denim.”

Jackson winked. “Let’s get you home and naked where you can heal properly.”

Her eyes lit, and she turned into her husband’s arms. “Or we could get naked in the storeroom and count whiskey bottles or whatever else you had in mind.”

The pair was notorious for getting it on in the storeroom. After being together for a couple years and having a baby, they still acted like newlyweds who couldn’t get enough of each other.

Nash fought the grin threatening to spread across his face as Audrey led Jackson to the storeroom.

Shaking his head, Jackson protested, “We need to take this home where you don’t have to get dressed afterward.”

“Come on, big guy. I can’t wait that long.” Audrey didn’t look back, tugging him by the hand to the back of the building.

Nash’s attention returned to Phoebe who was waving from the bar. A stool had opened, and she sat in it to keep someone else from taking over. Hurrying across the floor, he arrived in time to kiss her soundly for saving him a spot.

Then she was back on the floor with a tray full of mugs and whiskey shooters.

“Hey.”

A commotion at the entrance made Nash rise from his seat, his hand on the gun tucked beneath his jacket. Two men in dark suits lifted Greta Sue by her arms and physically moved her out of the way.

Then a loud, booming voice called out over the music and laughter, “Phoebe Sinclair!”

The band stopped playing, and every gaze turned toward the man bellowing like a bull in a field full of heifers.

“Phoebe Sinclair, I will have words with you, young lady.”

Nash shot a glance toward Phoebe as the tray she’d been carrying tilted sideways and the empty mugs and bottles slipped off, landing with a crash on the floor.

She stood still, her face losing all its color, her teeth chewing on her bottom lip. “Daddy?”


Chapter Twelve
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Phoebe heard her father’s voice, and her knees wobbled and the tray she’d been carrying tilted. Before she could do anything to stop gravity from taking its due, everything she’d been carrying crashed to the floor. She spun to face the angry face of her father, the well-known entrepreneur and multi-millionaire, Jonathon Sinclair. “Daddy?”

“Phoebe Rochelle Sinclair, what the hell do you mean by running out on your wedding with a church packed full of people?”

Every face turned from her father toward her.

If she could have, she would have sunk through the floor. But she couldn’t, and she’d never have her independence if she didn’t stand up to her father and make her own wishes known. Stiffening her spine, she tilted her chin high. “I can’t marry Ryan.”

“After all the money I spent on the ceremony and all the people we invited to watch my only daughter marry, why the hell not?” His words shook the timbers holding up the metal roof over their heads.

“For one…I never loved him.” Her gaze turned of its own accord to the tall man standing at the bar, his hand inside his jacket, ready to take on anyone who threatened her. Including her father.

Nash’s jaw was set in a tight line and his brows dipped low over narrowed eyes.

Just his being there gave Phoebe the strength she needed to confront her overbearing father. She faced the man who’d raised her. “And for the second reason, Ryan’s dead.” For the first time in her life, Phoebe saw surprise on her father’s face.

“Dead? What do you mean dead?”

“As in no longer breathing.”

“You killed your fiancé?” Her father ran a hand through his hair, a frown pressing his bushy brows together. Then he straightened to his full, intimidating height of six feet four inches. “I’ll hire the best defense team the world has seen since the O.J. Simpson trials. It had to be self-defense. What did that man do to you?”

Surely he didn’t believe she’d kill a man. Her father really didn’t know his own daughter. Phoebe held up her hands. “No, Daddy, I didn’t kill Ryan, but someone did. I just happened to leave the wedding in his car. Unbeknownst to me, he was already dead and in the trunk.”

Her father looked around the barroom at all the faces of silent patrons staring from him to his daughter and back. “What are you all looking at? Can’t a man have a private conversation with his daughter without people gawking? Go back to what you were doing, for Pete’s sake.” To Phoebe, he said, “Come on, girl. Let’s go home and figure this out.”

This was it—the confrontation. Phoebe crossed her arms over her chest and stood with her feet slightly parted, ready to take on anyone who tried to force her to leave. “I’m not going with you, Daddy.”

One cowboy turned to Phoebe. “That’s right, Phoebe, don’t let him push you around. We’ve got your back. You’re one of us now.” The man stood and planted himself in front of her father.

Jonathon Sinclair was a man used to getting his way. He glared at the cowboy but waved to his bodyguards. “Get her.”

Several cowboys stood, blocking the bodyguards from advancing toward Phoebe.

Nash crossed to where she stood and slipped an arm around her waist. “Mr. Sinclair, your daughter has made her home in Hellfire. She won’t be leaving with you.”

“Get your hands off my daughter,” her father demanded. “She’s coming home.”

“Not if she doesn’t want to.” He moved to stand slightly in front of Phoebe.

“Watch it, boy, or I’ll have you up on kidnapping charges.”

“He didn’t kidnap me, Daddy,” Phoebe said. “No one forced me to leave the church or to stay in Hellfire. I left because I want to live my own life, make my own decisions and choose the man I want to spend the rest of my life with.”

“Don’t be ridiculous. You belong in Dallas, not this backwater small town with nothing but a bunch of hicks who have nothing better to do with their lives than drink beer.”

Every cowboy and all of the women in the saloon stood and faced Phoebe’s father.

Anger surged through Phoebe at her father’s rude words. These people had been good to her. They’d taken her in when she didn’t have a place to stay, made sure she had clothes to wear and a place to work. “Daddy, if you ever want to see me again, you’ll apologize to the men and women in this saloon.”

“I will not.”

Phoebe tapped her toe on the wooden floor. “Then please leave. I don’t want to see you ever again.”

Glancing around, he drew in a long breath and huffed it out. “You can’t be serious.”

“I am.”

“Then don’t expect me to pay for your lawyers when you’re arrested for murder.”

Her stomach sank, but she refused to let her father push her around ever again. “I’ll manage on my own.”

“You’ll be trading in your Gucci for prison orange, I tell you.”

She swept a hand down her torso and the second-hand clothes. “Does this outfit look like Gucci?”

His gaze raked her from head to toe. “No, but what you’re wearing really isn’t the point. Without my lawyers, you don’t stand a chance.”

Phoebe shrugged. “So be it.”

“Damn it, Phoebe, don’t be stubborn!” her father shouted, his hands fisted at his sides.

She raised her brows, her lips quirking on the corners. “I come by it honestly.”

Her father’s eyes narrowed to a squint. For a long moment, he stared across the room full of cowboys. “Fine. Have it your way.” He turned to the men in the room. “I’m sorry.”

Phoebe’s fists tightened. “Say it like you mean it.”

“Isn’t it enough I apologized?” he implored. “I never apologize.”

“Yes, you apologized, but you didn’t sound at all sincere.” She softened her voice. “Daddy, it’s never too late to be kind.”

Jonathon Sinclair stared again at the sea of faces. Finally, his shoulders relaxed and he chuckled. “She’s a lot more like me than I gave her credit.” He tipped his head toward the crowd and spoke in a sincere voice. “Please, accept my most sincere apology. You are all fine men and women, and it was arrogant of me not to recognize and appreciate you for who you are.” He held their attention for another long moment, and then turned to Phoebe. “Now, will you come with me?”

“First of all, I shouldn’t have had to tell you that you were being rude. Second, I’m still not leaving. I have a job, and you’re in the way of these hardworking, thirsty men.” Phoebe winked at the cowboys.

The occupants of the saloon raised their voices in loud yee-haws and resumed their seats.

Phoebe fought the grin threatening to spread across her face and waved over her father. “If you’re staying, you have to order something. What can I get you?”

Her father glanced around, a smile curling his lips. “It’s been a long time since I’ve been in a bar as rustic as this. How about a Budweiser?”

“I’ll bring you a Light.” Phoebe patted her father’s protruding belly. “You’re supposed to be on a diet.”

He stood taller. “Are you a waitress or a daughter?”

“Both.” She faced the bodyguards. “Diet soda for you, Frank? Ginger ale for Smitty?”

They nodded and stood on either side of her father.

Phoebe shook her head. “Oh, for heaven’s sake, sit.”

All three men grabbed a chair and sat.

Empowered by having her commands followed, Phoebe turned toward the mess on the floor.

Nash squatted beside the broken mugs and bottles, loading them onto the tray. “I’ve got this.” He looked up at her and smiled. “By the way, you’re amazing.”

Phoebe nodded and grinned. “Damn right, I am.” And Nash was equally amazing and supportive of her attempt to start a new life. With starch in her spine and hope filling her heart, she marched toward the bar and ordered the drinks.

“Uh, Phoebe?” a voice called out behind her.

Audrey stood in the shadow of the hallway leading to the back of the building. The light bulb must have burned out because the corridor was darker than usual. Audrey’s usual happy face was pale and tense. She held her arm behind her back at an awkward angle.

“Audrey?” Phoebe hurried toward her boss. “Are you all right?”

The strawberry-blonde shook her head. “Not really.” Tears trickled from the corners of her eyes.

As Phoebe neared the saloon owner, she could see why. Her breath hitched and a lead weight settled in the pit of her stomach.

A man stood behind her, a ski mask covering his face. “Keep quiet, and do as I say, or I hurt the woman.”

He eased his hand from behind Audrey enough for Phoebe to see the gun in his grip. A taller man stood behind the first. With both of them dressed in black, they could barely be seen in the darkened hallway.

“They hit Jackson in the head. He’s lying on the floor in the storeroom.”

The man holding her jerked her arm back farther.

Audrey winced. “I don’t care about me, but Jackson…”

The man holding Audrey tipped his head. “Come with us.”

Blood pounding in her ears, Phoebe glanced over her shoulder.

Nash straightened, his gaze going to the bar.

“Now,” the man said. “Or I hurt the pretty lady.”

Phoebe stepped into the dark hallway, praying Nash saw her as she did. As her bodyguard, he would follow her, even if she was only talking to Audrey.

The men didn’t stop until they pushed through the back exit.

Once the door closed behind Phoebe, she planted her feet on the ground and demanded, “What do you want?”

The taller man pointed a gun at Phoebe. “We want what Bratton gave you.”

Phoebe shook her head. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“The code,” said the man holding Audrey. “We want the code to the account where he moved the money.”

Her heart hammering, Phoebe glanced from one of the men to the other. Audrey was clearly in distress, Jackson lay injured in the storeroom, and these men wanted something she knew nothing about. Eager to do whatever it took to get these men to leave, she asked, “What code? What money?”

“Don’t play dumb, little rich bitch. We know he gave it to you. It wasn’t in the car, and he didn’t have it on his body when we stiffed him,” said the man holding the gun on her.

The one holding Audrey continued, “We searched your suitcases back at the church and it wasn’t in either one.”

“So he had to have given it to you. He planned to take it on your honeymoon to the Cayman Islands, withdraw the money from the bank and disappear.”

Phoebe’s heart hardened. Ryan, the bastard, really did deserve to die. But she refused to be collateral damage to his dirty deal. “That’s news to me. He didn’t clue me in on his plan.”

“He had to have. Otherwise, why did you leave?”

Audrey caught Phoebe’s attention, mouthing the word “one.”

Phoebe tensed when Audrey mouthed the word “two.”

On “three,” Audrey slammed her elbow into the midsection of the man holding her and dove out of range of his gun then scrambled to her feet.

Phoebe put her self-defense lessons to use and threw a sidekick into the other man’s hand, knocking the gun from his grip. She shoved the man who’d held Audrey into the man behind him and ran.

Limping, Audrey made it around the corner, but Phoebe had only gone a couple yards when someone hit her from behind and sent her sprawling face-first into the dirt. A hand grabbed her long hair and yanked so hard, she thought for sure a hank would come loose. The man who’d tackled her leaned close to her ear and breathed fetid breath into the side of her face.

“Move another muscle, and I’ll kill you, like I killed your fiancé.”

Nash straightened with the tray full of broken glass, satisfied he’d gotten all of the pieces so no one would be cut by the jagged shards. Immediately, his gaze sought Phoebe. She wasn’t at the table with her father and his bodyguards.

Turning toward the bar, he didn’t see her with Libby, the bartender, filling drink orders. His pulse kicked up a notch, but he wasn’t too concerned. She could be behind the counter, helping unload a box of whiskey, or she could have gone to the storeroom for a case of beer.

Nash carried the tray to the bar. “Have you seen Phoebe?”

Libby pulled the tap, filling a mug with beer. “Audrey called her to the storeroom, I think. Want me to go look? I could use a case of whiskey.”

“No. I’ll go check.” Nash hurried to the hallway leading to the storeroom. He couldn’t remember it being as dark as it was. He flipped the switch on the wall. The lights came on, and he entered the storeroom. “Phoebe?” he called out. Rows of boxes were stacked high enough he couldn’t see around them.

A moan rose from behind the stack.

Nash’s heartbeat thundered against his ribs as he ducked around the boxes to find Jackson Gray Wolf laying with his face on the ground, a bloody lump forming at his temple. “Jackson?” Nash knelt beside the man.

Jackson rolled onto his back and stared up at Nash. “Where’s Audrey?”

“I was going to ask you the same. What happened?”

“Don’t know.” He pushed to a sitting position and held onto his head. “I was kissing my wife when someone hit me.” He looked into Nash’s face and his eyes widened. “Audrey.” Jackson staggered to his feet.

Nash steadied him.

“Don’t worry about me, find Audrey. Whoever hit me might have taken her.”

She wasn’t in the bar. Not in the storeroom. She had to have gone out the back door.

Nash sprinted for the door.

Hands on hips, Greta Sue stood in the hallway. “You’re in a restricted area.”

“Greta Sue.” Jackson leaned in the doorway behind Nash. “Audrey’s in trouble.”

The big woman’s eyes grew round. “Where is she?”

“We don’t know,” Nash said. “Get Phoebe’s father and his bodyguards and head out the front. Jackson and I are headed out the back.” He darted for the back exit. “And have Libby call 911,” he called out over his shoulder.

Without waiting for Jackson, Greta Sue or Phoebe’s father and his bodyguards, Nash hit the back door and leaped off the landing onto the ground.

A man wearing a ski mask ran toward the side of the building.

“Hey!” Nash shouted.

The man turned, and a shot whizzed past Nash’s head.

Nash dove and rolled to his feet, pulling his Glock from the holster beneath his jacket as he came up.

At that moment, Jackson slammed open the back door, drawing attention away from Nash.

The man in the ski mask swung his arm toward Jackson.

Nash fired, hitting the man square in the chest, dropping him where he stood.

A car engine revved at the side of the building, backed up to where the man lay dead on the ground and then shot forward.

Audrey staggered from around the side of the building, a hand braced against the structure. “The other guy has Phoebe. Don’t let him take her.”

Nash dodged around Audrey, focusing all his energy into catching up to that car and rescuing his runaway bride, yet again. He couldn’t let someone hurt her now. In the short amount of time he’d known her, he had fallen under her spell. He couldn’t let it end here. He wouldn’t.

The sedan pulled away, spitting up gravel as it swerved to avoid hitting a truck backing out of a parking space. As it pulled around the backing truck, the sedan hit another truck’s tailgate then spun sideways, the front of the sedan stuck to the tailgate. The sedan’s driver backed away, but couldn’t shake loose from the tailgate. He dragged the truck a few inches and then stopped, the tires of the sedan spinning in the gravel, going nowhere.

Nash didn’t dare shoot the driver when he couldn’t see where he had Phoebe. Instead, he raced for the sedan and reached for the driver’s door and yanked it open.

Inside, a man wearing a ski mask cursed. With one hand on the steering wheel, he held a gun in his other hand, pointing at Phoebe who was tipped sideways against the passenger door, her arms and feet bound in duct tape. “Touch me,” the driver warned, “and I’ll blow her head off.”

“The hell you will,” Phoebe said. She lifted her bound legs and kicked the man’s wrist, sending the gun flying across the seat. Then she kicked again, landing both of her feet in the side of the man’s face. “That’s for hurting my new friends.” She would have kicked him again.

Nash grabbed the man, yanked him out of his seat and threw him onto the ground. When he tried to get up on his hands and knees to scramble away, Nash dropped on top of him, pressing his knee into the small of the man’s back. He held his gun to the man’s head. “Move, and I’ll blow your head off,” he said, repeating the same words the man had used to threaten Phoebe.

Sirens wailed in the distance, and footsteps crunched in the gravel beside him.

Phoebe’s father appeared with his bodyguards and Greta Sue. They helped Phoebe out of the car and carefully removed the duct tape from her arms and legs.

By the time the sheriff arrived, the entire saloon had emptied, gathering around Phoebe, Audrey, Nash and Jackson. A fire truck arrived, and Chance climbed down and pushed through the crowd to check over the four of them. He pronounced them fit, with the caveat that Jackson go to the emergency room in case he had a concussion and subsequent swelling in the brain.

Sheriff Olson took possession of the prisoner. “I take it these are the guys who killed Ryan Bratton, the man in the trunk of the car Miss Sinclair brought to Hellfire?”

Phoebe nodded and pointed. “This one admitted to killing Ryan.”

“My word against hers,” the man said with a shrug.

Audrey came to stand beside her. “I will testify I heard him say he killed Phoebe’s fiancé.”

Phoebe’s attacker glared at Audrey. “I want a lawyer.”

“Looks like we have a murder suspect.” Sheriff Olson cuffed the man, put him in the back of his service vehicle and then returned to Phoebe and Nash. “Guess your bodyguard duties are done, Grayson.”

Mr. Sinclair turned to Nash and held out his hand. “Thank you for taking care of my baby girl.” He shook his head. “I might be a big ol’ grouch and a bit pushy, but I love that girl.”

Phoebe hooked her arm through Nash’s. “If you love me, then let me live my life the way I see fit.”

Nash’s chest swelled at Phoebe’s demand. She could have everything handed to her on a silver platter if she returned to her father’s house. But she chose independence. And by the way she was holding onto his arm, she was choosing to stay with him.

Her father nodded. “Seems you’re a better judge of a man than I am.” He shoved a hand through his thick thatch of gray hair. “After you disappeared, I had my private investigator dig into Ryan Bratton’s background a little deeper. I also had my team of accountants check into his corporate dealings. What I found scared the crud out of me. I didn’t know if you’d left of your own volition, or if Bratton kidnapped you. I had no idea Bratton was stealing from the company. I thought he was a good match—a forward-thinking young man with a bright future ahead of him. Someone who could give you everything you deserve.”

Phoebe snorted. “Well, I didn’t deserve him.” She touched her father’s arm. “I always did what you and Mama wanted of me, but I never felt like I belonged in your world.” She glanced around at her new friends. “Though I’ve only been here for a couple of days, I’ve never felt more at home and needed. I want to stay, preferably with your blessing. But, with or without it, I’m staying.”

“You have it,” her father said. “If this place makes you happy, let me help you get set up.”

Phoebe shook her head. “Thanks, but I like making it on my own.”

Her father nodded. “Fair enough. At least let me find a vehicle for you to get around in. I hate to think of you stranded on the roadside.”

“Being stranded on the roadside was where this adventure began.” With a smile, Phoebe leaned into Nash’s body. “I wouldn’t have learned what a wonderful place Hellfire, Texas, was, or the generosity of its people if the car I was driving hadn’t had a flat tire.”

Nash’s heart swelled in his chest. He couldn’t believe she was staying. Having settled things with her father, she could have chosen to take the easy life and go back to Dallas. But she wanted to stay in Hellfire.

He looped an arm around her waist and held her against him, happy and optimistic about the future for the first time since he returned from the war. Nash realized what he’d been missing in his life. Not just a place to call home, but someone to come home to.

If he played his cards right, then Phoebe could be that someone. Now all he had to do was give her time to come around to his way of thinking. He’d show her what a loving, caring family could be, and let her decide for herself if this was what she wanted.

Within minutes, the crowd dispersed, trucks leaving one by one.

Audrey glanced around at the emptying parking lot. “I say we call it a night.”

“I don’t mind working through to regular closing time,” Phoebe offered.

Nash stood by, hoping Audrey would give the girls the rest of the night off.

Audrey glanced at her watch. “Seems it’s already closing time. And I, for one, need to be home in my bed.” She winked at Jackson. “With the man I love.”

Jackson took off his hat and shouted, “Yee-haw!” Then he scooped up Audrey, careful not to disturb her injured leg. “Charli, you can lock up.”

Charli saluted. “Got it.” She turned to the others standing around. “Let’s call it a night.”

“I’m headed back to Dallas,” her father said. “Seems the only places to stay around here are booked through the weekend.”

Phoebe grinned. “It’s rodeo week.”

“That’s what they said.” Mr. Sinclair hugged his daughter. “I love you, Phoebe. You can always come home. Never forget that.”

“I won’t,” she whispered.

Her father climbed into his SUV with the bodyguards and left.

“Now that you’re no longer in danger, you could go back to your apartment over Lola’s garage,” Nash offered.

Phoebe took both of his hands. “What do you want me to do?”

“Uh-uh.” He shook his head. “I want you to do what you want to do.”

Taking his hand, she grinned. “Since my clothes are all at your place…I think it best if I stay there tonight. If that’s okay with you.”

Relief washed over him. “Babe, it’s more than okay. That goes right along with my plan.”

“Oh?” She cocked her brows. “And what plan is that?”

“To win you over with my charm and good looks.”

“Hmm. And if that doesn’t work, you can always flash your badge.” She rose on her toes and whispered in his ear, “I’m a sucker for a man in uniform.”

“And I can’t resist a runaway bride.” He scooped her into his arms and carried her to his truck, settling her on the passenger seat. Before he closed the door, he leaned inside and kissed her long and hard, sweeping his tongue across hers in a promise of more to come.

“I never thought getting stranded on the roadside could be so good,” she said, brushing a finger along his jaw.

“And I never thought coming home would ever feel right again.” He held her close for a long time, inhaling the sweetness that surrounded his auburn-haired beauty. “I didn’t know home was only missing you.”

The End
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“What do you mean you found her walking down Porter Street naked?!? Was this in the daytime?” Melanie Fox demanded, fighting to keep her voice down so the nurse at the station and the patients in the treatment rooms didn’t hear her.

Why she was surprised, Melanie didn’t know, because her mother was definitely a few chips short of a cookie and always had been. And now it sounded like that cookie was crumbling at fifty-four years old. Dealing with this was the last thing she needed.

“Dr. Fox, the patient in bed three is having, um, some respiratory issues,” the duty nurse in the ER informed meekly as she stepped up beside her.

With this nurse giving a report, that could mean the man who had multiple cracked ribs from a tractor accident could have a punctured lung or just a stuffy nose from the wailing he’d done in the treatment room until Mel ordered pain meds.

Some respiratory issues was not a description from which she could make that decision, but Melanie knew it was as specific as this self-doubting nurse would get. Brittany Jones, a former cheerleader, and Texas beauty queen, now floor nurse in the Emergency Department, was much too timid and inexperienced to ever have the confidence to make that call.

Mel had to demonstrate to her how to put a freaking Band-aid on a cut one night, the first night she was on duty, which pretty much set the tone for their relationship in the two months since. The charge nurse was going to know too, as soon as Mel could catch up with her. This time, the absentee supervisor better do something, like put Ms. Congeniality in the med-check clinic where she could treat runny noses and hand out suckers. One thing was for sure, she definitely did not belong in trauma medicine.

And wouldn’t you know, on a night with a full moon she’d be the only nurse on duty tonight with Melanie? The second nurse called in sick. All the crazies were pouring into her emergency room and her sole help was Nurse Goodbody.

Well, all of the crazies except for her mother were there. She was cooling her heels at the police station in Sunny Glen, Georgia, the most dismal backwoods town on the planet, inhabited by five hundred of the oddest hillbillies on earth. Her hometown’s only claim to fame was being located in the same county where the movie Deliverance was filmed.

Melanie had thankfully been delivered from there twelve years ago and had no plans of ever going back. Especially just to deal with another of her mother’s antics. Her Aunt June, who was only half as crazy as her sister, could deal with her. Or maybe her equally psychotic beauty queen sister Maddie could come down from her ivory tower in Atlanta where she lived with her gazillionaire husband, whom she married at nineteen after she won Miss Georgia.

“We picked her up after dark near the woods a couple of hours ago and yeah, she was, um, unclothed but I gave her the blanket from the trunk of my cruiser. The reason I’m calling is that she said some things that troubled the sheriff. We’re going to take her home now, but he thinks you might want to give her a call later.”

“Fine, I’ll call her,” Melanie replied, just to get the man off the phone.

“Dr. Fox?” Brittany drawled when Mel didn’t answer.

Taking three deep breaths, Melanie tried to grab hold of her agitation and anger, but it was on a very short leash as she turned to face the nurse.

“What is his oxygen saturation level, Brittany? Respirations per minute? Did you check his blood pressure? Did you listen to his breath sounds with that hot pink decoration hanging around your neck?” Which is what any competent nurse would have done, before she came to find the doctor.

“Uh—ah—no, ma’am,” she replied, her face turning bright red. “He just said it hurt when he drew a deep breath, so I, ah—”

“We have a chest x-ray, Brittany. The man has cracked ribs. People with cracked ribs often have pained respirations because their rib cages expand when they freaking breathe!”

With a huffed breath, Mel snatched the chart from her and strode down the hall to exam room number three. When she pushed through the door, the man’s wife stood. “I think that pain medication finally kicked in Dr. Fox. He’s resting now,” she informed as if Melanie couldn’t tell that from the man’s loud snores.

“I’m going to check him out one more time and then we’ll let you take him home, Mrs. Franklin. As I told you, the x-ray didn’t show displacement and there was only one visible fracture. I just kept him a few more hours to make sure he was stable before we discharged him.”

Mel snatched her stethoscope from her neck, leaned over him to listen to his lung sounds and found them normal. She felt around his chest and found no deformities, ran her fingers down both sides of his ribcage then palpated his abdomen and pelvis. After checking his vitals and finding them normal, she stood and faced the wife.

“Looks like he’s going home,” she said with a forced smile. “Ice every few hours will help with the pain as will the prescription I’ll write for him. If he lies on his left side to sleep, his injured side, that will help him breathe deeper and easier. Call in immediately if his condition worsens, if not, take him to see your family doctor in a week.”

The woman’s relief was visible on her face as she walked around the bed. Before Melanie could protest, she threw her arms around her and squeezed. “Oh, I’m so thankful he’s going to be okay,” she said, with a choked sob. Melanie stood stiffly in her embrace until the woman finally pulled away.

“He needs to stay in bed for the week—no work at least until he sees his doctor.”

She knew men like him and no matter how hurt they were, they were out in the field riding horses, baling hay, planting crops—logging like her father had done—because no matter what a doctor said, they were real men and their injury wasn’t going to slow them down. That usually meant they ended up right back in the ER…or dead, in her father’s case.

“I’ll tie him to the bed if I have to,” Mrs. Franklin avowed, her eyes narrowing.

Mel glanced at the sleeping man and laughed at the mental picture of this small, tired-looking woman tying her jumbo-sized husband to the bed. “Whatever it takes, Mrs. Franklin. Just make sure he doesn’t do too much. I’ll have Brittany bring in a wheelchair and help you get him dressed.” Since that’s all she’s capable of, Mel thought, as she picked up the chart off the end of the bed and walked out.

She met Brittany in the hallway and shoved the chart into her chest. “Help him get dressed and get them a wheelchair,” she said.

Brittany took the file folder from her and straightened the papers inside, which was much more important to her than patient care evidently. An office job might be good for her. Answering phones and filing seemed to be her calling.

But, please God, not in a doctor’s office.

At three in the morning, after treating a two-year-old with a high fever and ear infection, two migraines, a broken arm, a heart arrhythmia, and a couple of hypochondriacs she knew by first name, Melanie pushed out of treatment room four and made the mistake of glancing down the long hall. Two people stood at the admit desk, one a man with a blood-soaked towel wrapped around his hand and the other his harried looking wife or girlfriend.

They would make ten patients in the waiting room.

She got off at seven, and there was no way she’d clear them out before she left. Her relief would have two nurses, probably competent ones, to help him so he could deal with the leftovers because Melanie wasn’t a machine. If she didn’t get coffee and a power bar soon, she might very well pass out since she hadn’t even had time to eat dinner.

On the way to the doctor’s lounge she passed Brittany, and out of the corner of her eye she cringed when she saw her spin around to follow her.

“Dr. Fox,” she said—twice—but Mel didn’t stop until she stopped at the coffee cup dispenser and jerked one out of the tube.

“What do you need, Brittany?” she replied as she poured the cup two-thirds full then sat it down to shake sugar, and then cream into it.

“I have a couple of messages for you…I, ah, didn’t want to bother you in the exam room,” she said, as she shoved a couple of pink slips in front of Melanie.

“Go give release orders to the kid in room four with the ear infection. I wrote a couple of prescriptions.”

“Why do you hate me?” Brittany asked with a short sob.

Because you remind me of my airhead sister. Guilt tried to blossom inside of Melanie, but she shoved it away. She turned and leaned a hip on the counter.

“This has nothing to do with my personal feelings for you, Brittany.” Which Melanie would definitely keep to herself, because she had a feeling they were directly related to the fact she was blonde and reminded her of her sister. “When you put on that nametag that says you’re a medical professional, these patients expect you to be confident and competent. If you screw up, they can die. It’s not just a job—it’s people’s lives. You’re not here to hand out bedpans and answer call buttons.”

“I know that,” Brittany replied, lifting her chin an inch. “I was third in my class—”

“Third isn’t good enough,” Melanie interrupted. “If you don’t care enough about your profession to be first, then you don’t belong in the medical field.” And even if you were first, you don’t belong. You just don’t have the drive to be the best or bust your ass like I did for eight years to get there.

“Okay, how do I do that? I’m out of school,” Brittany asked, seeming genuinely interested as she rested a hip on the counter and folded her arms under her breasts.

“Come in on your off hours to observe some of the more experienced nurses and up your game or you’re not going to last.” Mel didn’t hold out a lot of hope it would help, but she had to offer the suggestion.

Brittany’s eyes widened and she smiled as she unfolded her arms. “I’ll try that, thank you, Dr. Fox. I’ll get the treatment rooms cleaned and restocked.” Huffing a breath, she turned and walked out.

Melanie opened the cabinet, pulled down a couple of power bars and shoved them into the pocket of her lab coat, then reached for the pink slips on the counter. Both messages were from the sheriff in Sunny Glen, one two hours ago, and the last thirty minutes ago. Stuffing the slips into her pocket, she pulled out a power bar and zipped off the end of the wrapper. She’d just taken a bite when Brittany appeared in the doorway again.

“It’s that sheriff again, Dr. Fox. He says he’s not hanging up this time until he talks to you. What do you want me to tell him?”

That he could handle her mother’s craziness or call her sister?

“I’ll take it in here. Finish getting the rooms cleaned and fill them up again. I’ll be there shortly.” Melanie rubbed her forehead, which was starting to throb, as she walked to the table in the corner of the room and picked up the receiver.

“This is Dr. Fox,” Melanie said shortly.

“Well, it’s about damned time, Hooty!” the man growled. “Maybe you should get here to doctor your damned mother instead of shoving her off on everyone else.”

Who looks like an owl? Who always has her nose in a book? Who thinks she’s smarter than everyone else? Who’s the girl least likely to ever find a date?

Yes, that’s what she was voted in her high school yearbook. It was done as a joke according to her sister, but Melanie did not think it was funny.

Melanie pushed back the old anger and feelings of worthlessness that tried to take hold inside of her and swallowed them. Overreaction at hearing this man, whoever he was, call her by the old nickname that every child in Sunny Glen had pinned on her in grade school, and then caught on with her family, wasn’t a part of her makeup anymore.

She was a bigger and better person now. She no longer wore inch thick glasses, her hair was sleek and thick from her thrice yearly straighteners, and the thirty extra pounds she’d carried all the way through high school were gone, along with twenty more. She was Dr. Melanie Fox now, Foxy to most who worked with her, and that wasn’t because she was sly. California had been good to her. At this moment, she wished she were back there.

“I happen to be treating patients, sheriff. I don’t have time for this so I suggest you call my sister Madeline in Atlanta,” Melanie said shortly.

“I would if she wasn’t in the Willows Clinic there being treated for a nervous breakdown after finding out her husband was cheating,” the sheriff shot back.

A surge of happiness at hearing the karma train had finally pulled into Maddie’s station coursed through her, but Melanie reminded herself even though she had no use for Madeline, she was still her sister. Being happy about her present troubles wasn’t right.

“Aunt June then, call her.” Her mother’s sister lived the street over from her mother, so that should’ve been this man’s first call. Again, it wasn’t that she didn’t care about her mother, she just had a lifetime of her antics during the eighteen years she spent in her household.

“She’s in the hospital too,” he replied heaving a breath. “I called her after we found your mother on Porter Street earlier and she went to the house. At midnight, they were both on the roof and June tried to stop your mother from falling, but fell off too.” He huffed another tired breath. “According to the medics who transported them to Mountain Ridge, your mother likely has a broken leg and concussion, and your aunt a broken arm.”

Why did this man’s rich voice, his intonations, sound so familiar to her? And why did he sound as if he knew her family so well? He’d called her Hooty, so he wasn’t new to town.

“You’re new aren’t you? What happened to Sheriff Jones?” she asked. Melanie added the twelve years she’d been gone to the twenty-five the former sheriff had been in office and knew he was too old now to still be in that job.

“C’mon, Hooty—I don’t have time for chit chat. This is Brock Cooper and you need to get your ass here to handle your mother.”

Melanie’s blood turned to ice water in her veins at hearing that name. Like a time warp, she was sucked back fourteen years to be engulfed by the same mortification she’d felt when her sister discovered her secret by reading her journal. Maddie passed that information on to her then boyfriend, who’d laughed in her face and whose friends had teased her about it unmercifully after that.

Bad boy Brock Cooper was now the sheriff in Sunny Glen?

Now, she had even less desire to go back there, but it didn’t look like she had much choice. “I’ll be there tomorrow night.”


Chapter Two
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“They let her out that quick?” Rowdy asked, as he sat down in the chair across from Brock’s desk. He laughed, and Brock finally looked at him. “I’d have thought they’d have at least kept her for a seventy-two-hour psych hold. That woman’s got some screws loose.”

“Well they evidently didn’t want to be the ones tightening them,” Brock replied, still unable to believe the reasons Merry Fox gave him for being at the edge of the woods naked, and then again on her roof at midnight. “Either that or she didn’t tell them how she and her sister came to fall off of her roof at midnight.”

The hospital staff probably just turned her loose to her daughter the doctor, and purveyor of enough attitude for them to want to get rid of all three of the crazy Fox women—four counting Maddie who was presently in a mental hospital—as quickly as possible.

Crazy it seemed ran very deep in the Fox family. Brock had definitely dodged a bullet when he broke up with Maddie Fox before he left for college. They’d only dated a year, and he’d seen glimpses of her crazy, but nothing compared to her mother. Maybe that level of insanity took years to germinate and she was just now getting there.

Other than her uncaring and abrasive attitude on the phone when he talked to her about her mother, Melanie seemed relatively sane. But she was a year younger than Maddie, so she could still be cultivating her crazy. He didn’t know her that well though—only through Maddie. She’d always seemed a little disconnected, didn’t have many friends, and kept to herself with her nose in a book most of the time. Of course, that could be because the kids teased the hell out of her to the point that Brock felt damned sorry for her sometimes.

A mental image of frizzy dark hair, pop-bottle thick glasses and breasts large enough to eclipse the sun floated into his mind and he shivered. She was certainly smart enough to become a doctor, but Hooty Fox was nothing like Hotty Fox her trophy-wife sister.

From her lack of concern on the phone when he called her in Texas, Brock thought Melanie’s plan was probably to get her mother home as fast as she could and leave again. Well, he was going to have something to say about that.

The next time he found Merry Fox strolling through town naked, he was going to charge her with indecent exposure and let her explain herself to the judge, who probably would have her committed. Judge Rollinson wasn’t going to buy her story of taking a moon bath for her health. He’d see, just as Brock had, that he was dealing with a crazy, probably perverted, old lady. There’s no damned telling how long she’d been doing that either. He and Rowdy probably had just never caught her. It was dangerous for her to be out in those woods at night—especially naked.

“I’ve got to go feed the animals,” Brock said, standing up to grab his Stetson from the shelf behind his desk. “Call me if you need me, but not if something happens at that house on Porter Street. You deal with it, because I’ve got chores to do.”

The horses and calves weren’t going to feed themselves, and neither was he if he didn’t stop by the diner to pick up a burger on his way home. He needed to go grocery shopping, but he was just too damned tired.

Last night he’d been at Lucy’s apartment until three in the morning with Brady, who seemed to be having a particularly bad episode, as Lucy called them. He should just break down and move them into the ranch house with him because he’d probably get a helluva lot more sleep, but then, maybe not. She’d want other things from him he definitely wasn’t going to give her again. Brock had learned his lesson there and had no desire to revisit that kind of relationship with the mother of his child.

“When you gonna slow down Old McDonald?” Rowdy asked with a laugh.

“As soon as I start making enough money to pay my child support, Brady’s medical bills and the mortgage at my ranch without this job. Once that happens I’m out of here, and you’ll be sitting in this hot seat dealing with crazy old ladies, loose cows and bar fights.”

Where you should be sitting instead of me.

The only reason he had the job instead of Rowdy, who’d been a deputy with old Sheriff Jones for eight years before he retired, was because Brock had a child with the mayor’s daughter and he needed this job to support them.

Brock should just sell the ranch he’d bought as soon as he got back home after he washed out during his first year of pro football with a torn ACL. He could move to Atlanta, where his parents had sense enough to move. Shortly after he returned to town seven years ago, his daddy shut down his logging company and they sought out greener pastures.

But that was just a dream.

He knew as sick as his son was, had been since he was three, it wasn’t a possibility. In all likelihood he was going to be stuck in this town for at least twelve more years. Like a man in prison, he’d be marking off the days on his calendar. And he’d also be reminding himself every day of the lessons he’d learned since coming back here.

Never trust a beautiful woman or fall back into old habits you know aren’t right. Trust your gut when it tells you to steer clear of a situation. Like it had when he made the biggest mistake of his life by falling back into the old habit of dating Lucy Morris, former prom queen and head cheerleader, when he got back to his hometown.

If he’d have listened to his gut, he wouldn’t have been blindsided by her. He would’ve realized the still amazingly beautiful woman remained single for a reason. She was about the neediest, clingiest and most devious woman he’d ever met. She had her sights set on him being her husband and had a game plan to make that happen.

We’ve been dating six months, Brock…I’m on birth control…you don’t need a condom. Then two months later, Brock I’m pregnant so we should probably get married.

According to his mother, a classic play from the woman’s playbook on how to trap a man, but Brock hadn’t learned those moves. The women he’d dated in college and on the road weren’t looking for permanency, so Brock wasn’t prepared for her. He was still amazed he’d been so stupid. Lucy learned real fast, though, just because he’d been stupid, he wasn’t going to compound that by tying himself for life to a woman he didn’t love.

One thing he would never consider a mistake was having his son. Brady was his life, the best thing that had ever happened to him, and Brock was determined to make sure he was taken care of and that he knew how much he loved him. If that meant putting up with Lucy, that’s what he’d do. Dodging her moves couldn’t be any more difficult than skirting linebackers when he was a running back. He’d been doing a pretty good job of that for six years now.

“When you’re dead then?” Rowdy asked with a laugh.

His estimate probably wasn’t too far from correct, Brock thought, as he put his hat on his head. “Hold down the fort, and don’t be late tomorrow. I have a meeting with the mayor and the county commissioner in the morning about that stoplight I requested.” Rowdy nodded and Brock turned toward the door.

Their one-horse town needed that stoplight and a few speed bumps to slow down the high school kids who sped through town. The speeding had been going on since he was in Sunny Glen High, and it wasn’t going to stop with only he and Rowdy to watch out for them.

The kids took the twenty-five-mile-an-hour speed limit sign as a suggestion, and if it didn’t change, a pedestrian was going to get killed crossing Main Street. Especially on the two weekends a month they now had swap meets on the main drag, or the alternate weekends when they had classic car shows that would draw a crowd down by the Burger Barn Drive-In. Those two events were the contribution of the newly formed Sunny Glen Town Revival Committee, and just something more Brock was responsible for worrying about. Those busybody octogenarians and their yuppie leader evidently didn’t realize it would take a lot more than that to revive this town.

Brock waited at the curb in front of the station for a sleek black Mercedes to pass because it was so out of place in this town, and he estimated it was doing ten over the posted limit at the edge of town. He squinted to see the plates.

Texas. That meant the prodigal daughter had returned. Welcome home, Dr. Fox. I hope you brought bottled water or you could be staying for a while.

Because Brock’s curiosity got the better of him, along with his frustration that she’d not only arrived back in town in an expensive car, but speeding like the law didn’t mean a thing to her, he decided Melanie Fox needed a more up close and personal welcome to town.

Sprinting across the street, he hopped inside his Cherokee and cranked it, flipped on his lights then took off after her. She turned right on Second Street and disappeared behind the red brick bank building. He followed and turned just in time to see her whip the car into the diner.

How convenient was that?

She pulled the car into a spot beside the front door, the car door opened and a pair of shapely calves appeared. Because he could, Brock hit his siren in two quick, shrill whoops and smiled when the heads of the people sitting near the front window whipped toward him then snapped to her.

Zooming into the lot, he pulled to a stop behind her car to block her. He grabbed for the door handle but stopped to stare in amazement when those shapely calves suddenly held up a petite, but deliciously curvy brunette in a tight black skirt and red silk tank.

She glared at him with her arms crossed under her amazing rack. Finally remembering to breathe, Brock’s hand shook as he grabbed his ticket book off the passenger seat and jerked a pen out of the console.

“What exactly did I do, Sheriff?” she demanded when he walked over to her.

His eyes met her sweet bourbon-colored gaze, and Brock felt gut-punched as he let them continue on a tour to her toes before gliding back up to her full, rose-tinted mouth.

“Hooooty?” he asked in amazement. What she’d done was totally blown his damned mind, but unfortunately he couldn’t give her a ticket for that.


Chapter Three
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Heat rushed up to Melanie’s face and it baked, but not from embarrassment. Those days were long gone, as were the days of letting this man’s words make her feel like Quasimodo.

So Maddie says you have a secret crush on me, Hooty. That’s really sweet, kiddo, but I think you need to find someone who is, um, more your speed.

The laughter in his tone and eyes when he said those words had crushed her sixteen-year-old soul. That he’d spread it to his jock friends at school did more than that. Those vultures who were his friends had picked her bones clean with their teasing. But Melanie had survived—because she finally recognized she did not need their approval.

These people lived in a very small, contaminated pond and Brock Cooper was one of the big fish who swam in the very stagnant water. Or, he used to be. His daddy owned the logging company where her father worked for twenty years. The same company where he’d died working overtime while he was injured when she was seventeen.

It looked like the wheels of fortune had definitely turned and not in this man’s favor. The network of tiny lines at the corners of his eyes now, and the absence of smile lines around his mouth said life hadn’t been easy for him.

Why she felt perverse pleasure in that realization she didn’t know. Yes, she did—like her sister, this man deserved to have the karma train run over him a few times too, to teach him a lesson about bullying.

“You must be mistaken, Sheriff,” Melanie replied, forcing calm into her tone. “The only bird I see around here is a vulture who is still just like the flock he used to hang around with. It’s been twelve years, so I would’ve thought you’d have matured a little, but I guess that would be too much to hope for.” Melanie let her eyes tick over his worn black t-shirt with a yellow star on the left side of the chest, down his long legs, which were encased in faded jeans, to the toes of his scuffed, dusty boots before looking at him again. “The only thing I want to discuss with you is the ticket you’re evidently planning to write for me. I assure you I can afford to pay it, unlike you.”

His face grew redder making his blue eyes stand out starkly in his face, and was that hurt she saw there? He looked down too quickly for her to tell and the brim of his black cowboy hat shaded his eyes.

“Well, Eleanor Roosevelt…” Brock grated, licking his thumb to lift the top sheet on the pad and fold it over. “I was going to write you a warning for speeding, but since the town needs the revenue and you obviously need a lesson, I am going to write you that ticket.” He clicked his pen and notched his chin up an inch as he looked back at her. “I’ll need your driver’s license, insurance and registration.”

Melanie unfolded her arms, and turned to lean inside the car to reach over on the passenger-side floorboard and jerk her purse onto the seat. She rifled through it until she found her wallet and stood. Snapping the clasp open, she unfolded it and shoved the wallet toward him.

“Take it out,” he commanded flatly.

With a huffed breath, she struggled with the small, tight enclosure until she wiggled her license out and snapped her arm out to hand it to him. He took it and studied it a minute.

“This must’ve been before you had the work done, huh?” he said with a snort, glancing back at her.

“That license is good until August,” she replied, ignoring his insinuation.

Yes, she’d gotten that license five years ago right before she had the laser surgery on her eyes, the breast reduction and the makeover. Exactly four months before she’d moved to Texas to take her new job at the hospital.

“One hundred seventy pounds,” he mumbled, scribbling on the ticket.

Blood rushed up her throat to her face. That was something they’d just carried over from her previous license without asking. When she got that license, Melanie was at her ideal weight. She’d been in a hurry that day, though, so she hadn’t made them change it. You don’t care what this asshole thinks, she reminded herself.

He glanced at the license again, frowned then looked back at her. “What do you know—you do have brown eyes. Never knew that.”

“Just write the damned ticket, Barney Fife,” she growled, folding her arms over her chest.

He tsked, pursed his mouth, then handed the license back to her. His eyes slid to her license plate and he smiled. “Looks like you’re going to be getting a stack of tickets today, Miss Fox, so this could take a while.”

Melanie unfolded her arms, and took a step closer to him. “What do you mean a stack of tickets?” she demanded.

“Failure to transfer your California license to Texas within ninety days, failure to renew the tags on your vehicle.” When she gasped, he grinned. “What? Didn’t you notice they expired last month?” He laughed and lifted an eyebrow. “Fifteen miles over the posted limit at the edge of town…” He pointed with his pen to the blue sign she hadn’t noticed posted on the window of the diner directly in front of her car. “Parking in a handicap zone—you’re not very observant are you, Miss Fox?” His sing-song tone disappeared and his eyes narrowed. “Or do you just think because you’re such a big badass doctor now that the rules no longer apply to you?”

“I think no such thing,” Melanie said, her stomach tightening. “But I do believe you think you’re such a big badass cop now that you are using what little power they give you to harass me!”

He tsked again, and grinned. “With this many violations, ma’am, I’m going to need to search your vehicle.” He leaned in closer to her face. “Do you consent for me to search your vehicle, Miss Fox?”

“Dr. Fox,” she grated through her clenched teeth. “And no, you most certainly do not have permission to search my vehicle.” He sniffed a couple of times, then flipped the cover back over his ticket book as he moved away.

“I think I may smell alcohol on your breath too. Is that why you don’t want me to search your vehicle, ma’am?” He tucked his ticket book into his back pocket. “I’m afraid I’ll need to do a field sobriety test on you. Do you consent to doing that, Dr. Fox?”

Anger shot through her to singe her scalp and Melanie dropped her hands to her sides to clench her fists. “No—and I’m not taking a minute more of this harassment from you.”

Melanie spun on her heel and saw there was now a row of five curious spectators standing in front of the diner. A strong hand closed around her upper arm and she was spun around. “We can do this the easy way, or the hard way, Dr. Fox. You decide,” Brock grated.

“You just want to embarrass me,” she hissed, her eyes burning now. She was mortified when her lower lip trembled as her eyes met his. “I have to get back to the house and take care of my mother and aunt.”

“Like you were embarrassing me?” he countered, holding her eyes with his angry gaze.

She had called him an immature vulture, and poor…and a mockery of a cop. She had no idea how long they’d had an audience either. The only way to end this was to take the high road.

“I’m sorry,” she said, and his fingers loosened their grip on her arm.

“Apology accepted. But just a suggestion? The next time you meet a law enforcement officer, Dr. Fox, you should try to be a little nicer and things will go better for you.”

He jerked his ticket book out of his back pocket, and flipped it open, but a gold mini-van pulled up beside his SUV and Melanie couldn’t be sure, but she thought she heard him groan. The door opened, a woman got out and it was Melanie’s turn to groan as she recognized Lucy Morris, the leader of the Mean Girls Club and one of her tormentors.

As Lucy stopped beside Brock to slide her arm through his, Melanie fought the urge to fade back behind the door of her car. Lucy’s eyes quickly assessed Melanie, but it was obvious she didn’t recognize her, thank God.

“Brock, honey, I wanted to tell you that I took Brady to the doctor in Mountain Ridge today and as usual he said nothing was wrong with him, but he’s sick again. He’s asking for you, so can you come by tonight? I’ll fix supper and you can just stay over.”

Of course these two would have hooked up, Melanie thought. They deserved each other, that was for sure. From the misery in his eyes, though, Brock didn’t seem too pleased with the prospect of spending an evening with the blonde bimbo.

“I have to go home first to feed the animals, but I’ll stop by later,” he replied, and the desolation in his eyes edged his voice too. Or was that tiredness? Brock Cooper looked bone weary and she wondered why.

“It’s almost dark,” Lucy whined, and her voice grated on Melanie’s nerves. “Can’t you just park at the station and ride home with us?”

Ride home with us? Brady…she wondered who that was. She didn’t have to wonder long, because the back panel of the van slid open and a pair of spindly jean-covered legs slid out, before a skinny, pale, dark-haired kid with dark circles under his eyes appeared then ambled over to them.

Sleep deprivation? Apnea? The kid looked like it took every ounce of energy he had to walk over to stand beside Brock. Pneumonia? He didn’t appear to be congested, and his breathing wasn’t labored. Mel counted his respirations and they were within normal. Iron deficiency?

“Daddy, please come over,” he begged and Melanie’s heart stopped beating. Desperation filled the kid’s blue eyes. “Please, Daddy—my stomach hurts so bad. My head hurts too.” Beads of sweat collected near the kid’s hairline and a white line formed around his mouth. This boy was in agony, and Melanie couldn’t just stand here and watch it.

Constipation? Bowel Obstruction? Appendicitis? Without bloodwork and a physical exam there was no way to know for sure. His cheeks were flushed, but she didn’t know if it was from fever or his pain.

“Did they do blood work?” she asked and both Brock and Lucy’s gaze snapped to her.

“Who are you?” Lucy asked, her eyes narrowing before they slid down Melanie’s body to her toes.

Someone who’s done a lot more with her life than giving birth to the football captain’s child.

No, she couldn’t get involved in this situation considering the way she felt about the boy’s mother. Melanie’s eyes bounced from the boy to Brock…or his father, she added, because there was no denying this child was his.

“If he’s in that much pain, why don’t you just take him to see Doc Carter?” Melanie asked, adding twelve years to the sixty he must’ve been when she left town.

“That old quack retired three years ago and died last year,” Lucy informed coldly.

That old quack was the reason she went to medical school, the one who’d written her a recommendation to UCLA, his alma mater, and anger boiled her blood at having to listen to him be maligned by this low-life piece of trash.

That old quack had been the one who’d kept her father alive until the air-med helicopter arrived. He was a forty-year fixture in this town and had treated every resident here at one time or another. He deserved gratitude and respect, not derision.

After her father’s accident she’d gotten to know him very well, because she had become his unpaid receptionist/assistant her senior year in high school.

Her heart hurt that she hadn’t been around when he died. That would’ve meant coming back to this town, though, and with every second she was here, she was reminded why she’d stayed away. Tomorrow she’d pay a visit to his widow and offer her condolences. This nasty woman didn’t deserve the ounce of breath and minute of her time it would take to argue with her.

“I’d suggest taking your son to the ER for a workup,” Melanie said, before she turned to shut her car door. “If you’re not going to write me that ticket, Sheriff Cooper, I need to get back to my mother and aunt.”

“Just keep it to the speed limit from now on,” he replied, but it was obvious that wasn’t where his mind was when his worried eyes fell to his son again.

Melanie felt horrible for walking away, but she had to—this was not her business. She had her mother and aunt to worry about right now, so Brock Cooper would just have to deal with his own problems, which seemed to be a lot more complex than her own.

You made your bed, stud, now lie in it.


Chapter Four
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“I’m not crazy—eccentric, yes—but definitely not insane,” Merry Fox said, and her sister June Short nodded. “Just because you don’t believe doesn’t mean it doesn’t exist, Melanie, and it doesn’t mean we’re off our rockers.”

“I’m telling you the only reason I’m back in this godforsaken town is because you fell off that roof and broke your leg, Mother.” This wasn’t the first time Melanie had an argument of this nature with her mother, and she was just as frustrated now as she’d been the thousand other times growing up when her mother tried to prophesize to her. “As soon as you’re on your feet again, I’m going back to Texas. There’s nothing metaphysical or cosmic about it.”

“I read your tea leaves and Aunt June read the cards to confirm it. You’re back here for a purpose that has nothing to do with me and you won’t be going anywhere. I’m so glad you’re back home where you belong.” Her eyes teared up, and she reached beside her to cover the end of June’s hand, which stuck out past the hot pink cast on her arm. “We’ve missed you…your sister hasn’t been home in four years either.”

“The cards showed an unexpected visitor too, so maybe she’ll show up. You know I spoke to my spirit guide too and he said something odd…”

That the supposition she spoke to a spirit was the odd thing didn’t seem to occur to her Aunt. Because she was odd. Off-balance and kooky, just like her mother.

They were both crazy in Melanie’s opinion.

She often wondered where they’d come about all the strange notions and methods they used in their prophesies. They’d grown up in the Appalachian Mountains—amongst folks with the second sight, according to her mother. Then she met George Fox, who swept her off her feet and moved her to Sunny Glen. Aunt June moved here when her husband died fifteen years ago and it really was a good thing she was here for her sister when her husband died. Here for all of them, because that had been a very rough time.

“What did Charles say?” Merry asked, her eyes flying to June.

“He was sad and said a young’un is close to passing over if he isn’t helped. He had to go before I could ask more.”

A flashback of the hollow-eyed kid she’d met earlier flashed through Melanie’s mind and a tight band of unease squeezed her chest, but she pushed it away. This was so much malarkey and she couldn’t believe she was letting herself get sucked into it. She was a respected medical professional, a scientist who believed in cold, hard facts, not fairy tales and witchcraft.

And these two were deflecting the conversation she’d been trying to have with them.

“I need you both to promise me when I leave you will not go back out into those woods naked, or climb up on the roof of this house.”

And Melanie was leaving just as soon as she could get her mother ambulatory. According to her orthopedic doctor, she was going to be non-weight-bearing for at least four weeks, and then would need three months of therapy.

Melanie knew she couldn’t stay here that long. When she spoke to the administrator at the hospital she’d arranged for six weeks family leave, but was told anything beyond that would have to be approved by the board. As many times as she’d been before them with employee complaints in the four years she’d been there, she knew how that would end.

“I told you I was moonbathing and meditating. I’m half-a-century old, and I’ll do as I damned well please.” Her mother sat up straighter in her wheelchair and flinched. “That sheriff and his sidekick are not going to stop me from practicing my religion—that is against the law. If they’d have just left me alone, I wouldn’t have had to climb on the roof. But if it makes you happy, I will wear a robe from here on out.”

“It’s dangerous for you to go out in those woods alone at night, Mother.” Wild animals lived in those woods, if not wild men. She’d heard stories of hermits who had shanty shacks in there from her father who also told her they weren’t too keen on visitors.

“There are five hundred people who live in this town and I know four hundred and fifty of them. The other fifty are kids who I’ll know before they grow hair on their—”

“Enough!” Melanie shouted, standing up. “Just promise me you won’t go alone, then.” That was the most she could hope for and she knew it.

“Um—I can’t promise that either. I enjoy my, ah, my solitude and June has a man now, so she isn’t always available to go with me.” Her mother cast a warning look at her sister, which made Melanie wonder what they weren’t telling her. “I promise I’ll try—that’s the best I can do.”

Melanie studied her mother’s creamy, unlined face and the firm set of her mouth that said she wasn’t budging before she met her blue eyes.

“I’m buying you a shotgun then. I’m going to make sure you know how to use it before I leave, and I want you to promise to take it with you when you go into the woods.”

Her father taught her how to use a shotgun, but Melanie hadn’t needed that knowledge in med school so it had been years since she’d fired one. She figured it was like riding a bike, though, and once she had one in her hand again, she’d remember.

Having the peace of mind that Merry and June could protect themselves in the antics they pulled meant she could leave here with a clear conscience because she’d done everything she could to save the two crazy old women from themselves.

When her mother’s mouth opened, she held up her hand. “And I also want you to swear you won’t go again until you are fully healed.”

Her mother stared at her a minute, then looked at June. “Can you believe she came all this way just to lay down the law to me?”

June snorted. “It’s about time someone did. I’m getting too old to keep you out of trouble that’s for sure.”

Her mother harrumphed. “Well, isn’t that the pot calling the damned kettle black—”

“I’m going to take a shower and I’ll be back down to help you into bed in a few minutes,” Melanie announced, cutting them off, because honestly? She had no idea how much more of this she could take.

A yearning for her peaceful apartment down the street from the hospital where she crashed when she wasn’t on shift hit her hard as her foot landed on the first tread on the stairs. There were no irrational old ladies bickering there, and there certainly wasn’t a brooding sheriff in town who was looking for reasons to harass her. A man she hadn’t been able to stop thinking about since their run-in at the diner.
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“There has to be a doctor who can figure out what’s wrong with him,” Brock said as he lifted Brady from the backseat. He groaned and wondered if Lucy ever cleaned the damned van he’d bought her when he saw multi-colored gummy candy ground into the seat under him and fast food bags littering the back floorboard. “This has been going on too long,” Brock said, as he carried him to the front door of the apartment and waited for Lucy to open it.

Brady had been this way since he was three-years old. Brock felt so damned helpless not knowing what to do for him.

“I’ve taken him to every doctor in Georgia, Brock, and you know it. They all say that nothing is wrong with him except his potassium is low. They give me a prescription for supplements and send me on my way, or put him in the hospital for an IV drip. I think they think he’s a hypochondriac, or I’m just a worrywart, because we’re in there so much. I told the doctor today to admit him for more tests, an upper GI and colonoscopy, or exploratory surgery, but they said he’s too young and doesn’t need that. The CAT scan of his abdomen didn’t show anything.”

“I’ve gotta pee, daddy—put me down,” Brady said weakly, and Brock set him on his feet. He gagged as he held his stomach and staggered down the hallway to the bathroom, so Brock knew that wasn’t all he was going to do in there. The retching started and Brock flinched, wanting to retch himself.

“I want you to find a specialist,” he said. This had to stop. Brady couldn’t go on like this and neither could they.

“Aaaargh,” Brady moaned from the bathroom.

Brock sprinted down the hallway, his heart pounding in his ears. When he flew in the door and his eyes landed on the blood coursing in a steady stream from Brady’s nose, he’d had enough. Jerking the towel from the rack, he knelt to press it to his nose.

“Call a damned ambulance—he’s going to the hospital,” he grated.

“No!” Brady yelled into the towel, his eyes frantic.

Frustration churned inside of Brock as he pulled the towel away and wiped the rest of the blood from his flushed face. “You need to get checked out, sport.”

“I have to go to school tomorrow, because I have a spelling test. Will you sleep with me tonight, Daddy?”

How in the hell could he say no? He’d have to call Rowdy and see if he could go by the ranch to feed the animals. “Let me make a call and I’ll see, buddy.”

When Brady gave him a wobbly, relieved smile, Brock’s stomach unclenched and he pulled him in for a tight hug. “Get your clothes and take a bath. I’ll help you study for your spelling test after we eat supper,” he said pushing him away.

“Yes, sir,” Brady said, edging around him to walk out the door. Brock stood, and stared at the toes of his boots.

If they lived at the ranch with him, at least he could keep an eye on Brady and know right away when he had an episode. And he could sleep in his own damned bed instead of his son’s twin bed here. Brady had only ever had one seizure when he was three, but that instance proved it could happen. The thought of it happening again and him not being around scared the shit out of him, so he was going to have to seriously consider moving them in with him.

What he needed to do was take off work to go to the doctor with Lucy and Brady, talk to them, maybe nudge them to get answers. He should have done that before now, but left it up to her to handle. Brock had no idea what she was telling the doctor—whether she was minimizing the situation or what. Because surely, if she would have related the severe pain and problems he was having they would be more inclined to do something.

Lucy was flaky at times, not good at getting her point across, and he wondered if that was the case here. He’d have her make another appointment tomorrow morning, and he was going with her to Mountain Ridge.

Screw his meeting with the mayor and commissioner. Brady was the man’s grandson, so he would just have to understand.

Blowing out a breath, he walked into the living room and saw Lucy at the stove in the tiny kitchen. He sat on the sofa and grabbed the remote to turn on the television and a beer suddenly appeared in his line of vision.

“Thanks,” he said, and took a long sip from the can. He felt her still behind him, and tensed when her fingers dug into his shoulders.

“I could give you a full massage later, if you like,” Lucy purred, smoothing her hands over his collarbone. “We could eat and put Brady to bed, then have dessert.”

The sides of the beer can dented as his fingers dug in and his free hand flew up to brush her hands away. “Lucy, I told you that isn’t going to happen. I’m here to help with Brady, and that’s the only reason I’m here.”

The mere fact that she could even think about sex right now, or trying to seduce him, made his blood boil. Their kid was sick as a dog—could be terminally ill for all they knew since his mysterious sickness and episodes of it seemed to be getting worse—and she didn’t seem a bit worried about that at the moment. And this is exactly what would happen if he moved them in with him too.

Maybe instead of moving them into the ranch he should sue her for full custody. If he had a free penny to his name he might, but between the child support they’d agreed on so she could stay home with Brady, his outrageous medical bills and his bills at the ranch, that wasn’t going to happen.

He was screwed, he thought, tossing back the beer to finish it.

He leaned forward to set the can on the coffee table and whiskey brown eyes set in a heart-shaped face surrounded by thick, glossy dark hair floated like a vision before him. It was Melanie Fox, her full lips moved and he could swear he heard her say, Ask me before it’s too late.

What the fuck? Brock looked at his beer can, then shook his head.

When he looked back up there was only the news on the old television set by the window. He scrubbed a hand over his face, and blew out a breath. He was so fucking tired he was hallucinating, and it didn’t look like he would be getting any sleep tonight either.

There will be plenty of time to sleep when you’re dead.

His father’s lifelong motto, and Brock’s newly adopted one. The way things were going for him lately, that day might come sooner rather than later for him.


Chapter Five
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Melanie tossed in her mother’s hard-as-a-brick bed once more then huffed out a breath, unwound the sheet from around her legs and sat up. Her mother’s air conditioner must be on the fritz, because it definitely wasn’t conditioning the stale, humid heat in the upper story of the house. Down in the guest room, where Mel’s old bed was still set up, her mother was probably sleeping like a baby, because if it hadn’t been replaced, her old mattress was like a big feather pillow. Melanie wanted to cry like a baby because she was so damned tired, but absolutely couldn’t sleep since she was too hot.

Tomorrow, she’d call someone to come and look at it, because there was no way she could stay here six weeks otherwise. She stood and walked to the window, pushed back the sheers and jerked the bi-fold window open. A fresh gush of cool night air washed over her heated face and she sighed. The absolute silence of the night here soothed her. She’d forgotten just how damned quiet this town was.

Sitting on the wide sill, she swung her feet up and hugged her knees to her chest. Above the trees in the distance, the moon glowed like a bright white disco ball in the sky with just a slice missing on the left side. A waxing moon, according to her mother who thought all of life’s cycles were regulated by the moon phases. It surprised her that she remembered that. A lot surprised her about her memory. I’m not crazy—eccentric, yes—but definitely not insane.

When she left home at eighteen to go to California for college, Melanie would’ve argued that point with her. She didn’t know if living in the state of tolerance for eight years had mellowed her judgmental younger self or if she’d just grown up, but today Melanie thought she was right. Her mother was entitled to her idiosyncrasies and who the hell was she to judge?

Just because you don’t believe, doesn’t mean it doesn’t exist.

Melanie didn’t believe, but her Aunt June’s words about what her spirit guide told her just would not leave her alone. More than the heat upstairs, that was probably what was keeping her awake. Medical puzzles intrigued her, and she took them as a personal challenge. The worry and confusion on Brock Cooper’s face when he looked at his son told her they didn’t have a firm diagnosis that told them what was going on with the boy.

She wondered why that was, because if his mother drove all the way to Mountain Ridge to take him to the doctor, she knew the level of care there, the diagnostic tools, was better than was available locally.

Dr. Carter practiced up until three years ago, according to Lucy. The child was somewhere between four and six years old, since he was underweight it was hard to pinpoint, but that meant when his symptoms first presented, Dr. Carter, as the local family doctor, was most likely the first to treat him.

He’d only been out of practice four years and the kid was a minor, so she knew his medical records would still be around, even if they were in storage somewhere. When Melanie went to see Mrs. Carter tomorrow, she’d ask if she could look for them. Because this was a small town, there wouldn’t be the red tape she’d normally have to go through to gain access to the records and she knew Mrs. Carter wouldn’t think twice about giving her that access.

Melanie also knew she really, really shouldn’t be getting involved, but she just couldn’t help herself. The puzzle would eat at her until she solved it, and she needed to put her mind at rest if she ever expected to get any.

This wasn’t about helping Brock or Lucy, it was about helping that child find some relief or answers. Her conscience just wouldn’t let her not help him if she could—and she knew she could. If she found something, she’d just pass off that information to Brock, and he could relay it to the doctors treating his son.

That thought quieted the edginess inside of her, and after a wide yawn, she padded back to the bed, stripping off her clothes as she walked. With the window left open, it should cool it off enough for her to sleep, she thought, as she threw back the chenille bedspread to crawl under the sheet naked. Unless her dreams were filled with Brock Cooper like they had been constantly when she was a teenager.

In her dreams now though, Melanie knew instead of the tall, teenage jock with amazing blue eyes and thick, wavy hair who owned the world both on and off the football field, she’d see the new and improved version. The cowboy version, which she’d definitely developed an appreciation for since living in Texas.

This new man would wear a black Stetson that shaded his brooding blue eyes, making him appear mysterious, dangerous. He would be just a bit taller, but a lot more muscular than his teenage counterpart. He’d still carry himself with cocksure arrogance, but it would be accompanied by a sexy, snarky attitude. That image, that man, was entirely too dangerous for her adult peace of mind. Almost dangerous enough to make her want to push him at the diner just for the pleasure of having him frisk her.

Melanie skimmed her fingers over the tips of her breasts and shivered when they puckered. She smoothed one hand down her stomach and as it moved south, she closed her eyes to focus on that image, because she also knew her adult dreams wouldn’t be of kisses under the bleachers after a game, since she wasn’t a sixteen-year-old virgin anymore.
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The sun tinted the white curtains in Brady’s bedroom orange, as Brock hugged him tightly and rocked him as he moaned. With every whimper, his insides clenched tighter until he wanted to moan too. Last night he’d been up twice to go to the bathroom, once to throw up again. Brock lifted his hand to smooth back the hair from his sweaty brow and his insides froze when a clump came off between his fingers.

“You’re going to have to stay home today, kiddo. I’ll go by the school and talk to your teacher—explain that you’re sick. She’ll let you make up the test.”

Or Brock hoped she would.

Mrs. Lawrence was getting frustrated, as was the principal, with the number of days Brady had missed so far this year. As smart as he was, as good of grades as he earned, he might have to repeat the first grade if he couldn’t make it to school the state required number of days to make a full year. They’d have no choice but to retain him is what they’d said at the last parent-teacher conference. Brock just could not make him go though—he was too damned sick.

He and Dr. Melanie Fox were going to have a chat this morning. Brock needed some help, because it seemed the twenty or so doctors that Lucy had brought Brady to see didn’t have a clue what was wrong with him.

Melanie Fox would know. She was just about the smartest person he’d ever met in his life, crazy smart, and he had no doubt she was an excellent physician. He knew if she couldn’t help him, she could at least point him in the right direction to find some help. Maybe recommend a specialist they could take him to see.

The question was—would she help him?

After the way he’d treated her at the diner when he stopped her last night, he wasn’t sure. But her condescending, superior attitude had rubbed him the wrong way. Brock was desperate, so he’d apologize, take her sour attitude and condescension—he’d take whatever the hell was required to get answers for his son. He wished he could take whatever sickness it was that was causing his child this misery for himself.

The bedroom door opened, and Lucy stood there in a see-through short red nightgown. Her blonde hair was artfully messed on her head, and from the lipstick on her mouth it was obvious she had been up for a while and there was no reason for her not to be dressed. Other than she wanted him to see her in that damned nightgown.

“Morning, baby,” she said, making a big production of stretching her hands over her head, so her breasts stretched the lacy fabric of her nightgown. “I made your cereal, so get up and get dressed.”

“He isn’t going to school today,” Brock grated, pushing Brady off of his lap. “He’s going to the doctor, and I’m going with y’all. Get an appointment, Lucy.”

“It’s only seven-thirty, so they’re not open yet,” she replied, her lower lip pouting. “What’s wrong, Brady?”

“The same thing that’s been wrong with him for three years!” Brock shouted, as he stomped to the dresser and jerked out a drawer to pull out sweatpants and a t-shirt for Brady.

“That new doctor in Mountain Ridge has a two-week waiting list. I could try the one he saw over in Homer?” she suggested.

“Call all twenty or so he’s seen if that’s what it takes—just get him a damned appointment or I’m taking him to the hospital!”

Ask me before it’s too late.

Brock ground his teeth as the stupid vision that had haunted him all fucking night reappeared. He couldn’t ignore it anymore. That’s exactly where he was going right now—to Merry Fox’s house to ask Melanie to help him.

“Better yet, let’s get you dressed, Brady—I’m taking you to see a doctor.”

“What doctor?” Lucy asked, her eyes narrowed.

“Melanie Fox,” he replied, tossing the clothes to Brady. “Put those on.”

“Hooty?” she asked, shaking her head. “She’s in California, isn’t she?”

“She’s back in town to take care of her mother and aunt. That woman I stopped at the diner yesterday was Melanie Fox.” Brock scanned the floor and found Brady’s tennis shoes at the end of the bed, then helped him sit on the bed and put them on.

“That was Hooty?” she asked, her voice shocked. “Good gawd, she must’ve had an entire body lift done in California. She needed one.” The nasty snigger that punctuated her words raked over every nerve in his body.

“Yeah, she looks damned good, doesn’t she?” Brock asked, and enjoyed seeing the smile wilt from Lucy’s face. “She’s also a doctor now, so I guarantee she’s smart enough to figure out what’s wrong with him, or find me a doctor who can.”

Lucy’s indignant gasp was music to his ears as he tied Brady’s shoes. When he finished, he looked at Lucy and she wore a worried, sour expression, which he knew wasn’t because Brady was sick and that pissed him off. She’d become more and more blasé about their son’s illness over the last year. That expression was solely because she now saw Melanie as competition.

But what Lucy didn’t realize was there was no competition. Melanie Fox had always been ten times the human being as Lucy or any of her friends. Brock had just been too damned shallow to look past the glasses and extra weight to see that.

But, unlike Lucy and her buddies, he’d never been intentionally cruel to her. In fact, when her sister informed him tongue-in-cheek that the shy, self-conscious bookworm had a crush on him, Brock had done everything he could to let her down easily.

Her sister, on the other hand, had spread it through the entire school so Melanie had become even more introverted. He’d broken up with Maddie shortly after that.

Melanie certainly wasn’t shy or introverted now, he thought. She wore self-confidence now like a two-hundred-dollar suit, which is what he estimated hers to cost yesterday. Somewhere in California she’d found the beautiful, self-assured woman she was always meant to be. Found the greatness she was always meant for. And he was damned glad for her—for him too—since he thought she might be able to help his son.

“I don’t have time to chat, Lucy—get me the keys to your van,” Brock demanded.

“Just wait for me to get him an appointment,” she replied, crossing her arms over her chest and lifting her chin. “I don’t want her examining him.”

“Well, that’s too damned bad, because she is going to examine him.” Brock grabbed Brady’s hand and walked to the bedroom door. “Now, get me the damned keys or I’ll carry him to town.”


Chapter Six
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Melanie replaced the lid on the fifth cardboard filing box she’d been through and lifted the lid on the box beside it. It appeared to her that Dr. Carter hadn’t hired administrative help after she left town. The man was a brilliant diagnostician, but just about as disorganized with his paperwork as a man could be. It was obvious he’d loaded the files into these boxes.

At least he’d organized them by year in the storage room so she wouldn’t have to go through twenty-five-years worth of medical records to find the one for Brady Cooper. She didn’t know if Lucy and Brock were married, didn’t think they were from the vein of the conversation between them at the diner, but even if they weren’t, she assumed the woman would give her son his father’s name. Just in case though, she was searching for both Cooper and Morris.

God, she wished he was here to help her. Walking into the musty smelling office had been like walking into a time capsule. The only thing missing was her mentor.

During breakfast and coffee with Mrs. Carter, Melanie found out that Jonas died here in this office last year. Even though he’d officially retired, he still took on emergency patients and he’d gotten a call on a Saturday morning to see a patient who obviously never showed up. When he wasn’t home by dinner time, Mrs. Carter got worried so she called the sheriff and they found him unconscious in his office. He died from a massive head bleed before they got him to the hospital.

Who tripped over a rug and hit their head hard enough on the corner of the desk to kill themselves? Jonas was a hale and hearty man, no health problems at all—for him to die in such a freakish accident robbed the world of a good man, and a talented doctor.

Melanie worked her way through two more boxes, then froze when she found a file she thought was Brady’s—but it was Brock’s. No, you can’t, she told herself, even as she slid it out of the box and opened it. She glanced at the open doorway, then back at the file as she flipped through the patient intake data and his childhood health and sports physicals to get to the good stuff. There was a six-year gap from his last sports physical at eighteen to a visit for a pain prescription renewal for a torn ACL.

She really should not be looking at this, but couldn’t help herself as she read through Jonas’s notes to see Brock had played four years of college football and one year of pro football for the Carolina Cougars where he sustained the injury. Although she knew he had a football scholarship at Georgia Tech when he left town the year before she did, Mel had no idea he’d played professional football because she hated football. The only reason she ever went to high school games was to watch him play.

Flipping back to his intake information, she found his latest address and recognized the remote county road outside of town which was mostly agricultural properties. Was he a farmer or rancher now in addition to being sheriff? That would explain the sexy cowboy hat and dusty boots, she guessed, along with the added muscle. A little thrill shot through her, remembering her dream from last night. It got very hot in her room before sunrise.

Stop this—that man is old news! Slamming the file shut, she wedged a corner of the folder back into the stuffed box.

“You adding breaking and entering to your list of offenses, ma’am?”

Melanie froze as the familiar deep voice rumbled through her, and she fought back a shiver as her eyes shot to the doorway. The sexy smile that ticked up the corners of Brock’s firm mouth warmed her insides and other body parts as he leaned casually against the doorframe with his thumbs tucked into his front pockets. The fact that his fingers framed the bulge in his tight jeans did not escape her attention.

“I, ah, got a key from Mrs. Carter, so, um, I’m not breaking and entering,” she muttered, dragging her eyes up to his.

She sounded just like sixteen-year-old Melanie right then and it pissed her off that she felt blood rush up to her face. This man had always had that effect on her—he put her off balance, made her self-conscious.

Or it could be because he’d almost caught her spying on him, examining his confidential medical records to figure out what he’d been doing since she’d been gone and was mortified he might figure that out. With a forceful push, she shoved the file back into the box and her hand shook as she replaced the lid. She stood then rubbed the dust from her hands on her jeans.

“What are you doing here?” he asked, his eyes sliding along the row of boxes before meeting hers again.

“I, ah…” Oh, God—she couldn’t tell him that either! Somehow she didn’t think her telling him she was looking for his son’s records would go over any better than telling him she’d been looking at his. “I was looking for my old medical records so they don’t get lost if Mrs. Carter ever sells this office building.”

Whew—that was a reasonable answer, and it looked like he bought it.

“I need a favor,” he said quickly, and Melanie relaxed.

“What do you need?” she asked, her heart doing a stutter-step.

His smile faded, he swallowed hard and pushed off the door jamb to stand. “I know you don’t owe me a damned thing, and I’m sorry for being an ass yesterday—but I need you to look at Brady and tell me what the hell is wrong with him.”

“I was an ass too, and I apologize.” Melanie took a step toward him, feeling relieved that he was asking for her help so she wouldn’t be intruding. “I’d be happy to examine him but my medical licenses are for Texas and California, so I can’t treat him. I’m an emergency medicine specialist, not an internist, so I don’t know how much help I’ll be either.”

He tipped his hat back, put his hands on his hips and held her eyes. “You’re just about the smartest woman I’ve ever met and I’m tired of wasting time with the doctors Lucy has taken him to. I know you can figure it out.”

A strange liquid sensation, pleasure at his words, washed through her and the corners of her mouth lifted. Get a grip, Melanie, you’re not begging for scraps of attention from this man anymore.

Brock’s eyes got glassy and he swallowed hard. “This is an emergency, because he’s getting sicker by the day and I can’t stand to watch it anymore.” His eyes softened, pleaded with her as he stepped forward, and put his hand on her forearm. “Please just say you’ll try.”

“Of course I’ll try to help.” The words flew from her lips before she could stop them.

He smiled and his hand grazed up her arm leaving a trail of goosebumps to her bare shoulder before he cupped her face in his warm palm and she fought the urge to snuggle her face into it.

“I should’ve gone for the smart girl, because I’d have been a lot better off. Especially since she’s the prettiest girl now too. It’s my loss because I was such a knucklehead back then.”

Melanie didn’t know what to say, but her whole body buzzed when his eyes dropped to her mouth, before his hand fell away. It still buzzed as he stepped back from her and smiled.

“It’s convenient you’re here, because Brady is in the van. I’ll get him,” he said as he turned and walked out leaving her stunned and staring behind him.

The electricity and water wasn’t even on in this office. She didn’t have her stethoscope. But she was sure, like the other equipment she’d seen in the exam room, Dr. Carter’s was probably still in a drawer somewhere too. Maybe in his office, she thought, walking out of the storage room. When he wasn’t using it, he usually kept it in his right desk drawer.

Melanie hadn’t gone into his office when she arrived, because knowing he died in there made her stomach ache. Opening the door, she forgot about the electricity and automatically flipped on the light switch like she’d done a million times before. His office was always the darkest room in the building because of the blackout drapes on his window, and Jonas said he liked it that way.

Well, she needed to be able to see so she walked to the window and shoved back the curtains. Dust particles floated through the air and Melanie fought back a sneeze, but finally managed to get them tucked behind the chair next to the window.

She went to the desk and sat down and grabbed the right drawer but stopped when her eyes fell on the open folder on Jonas’ desk. At the top of the very thick folder she saw the patient’s name—Brady Cooper—and a chill snaked down her spine.

Had Brady been the patient who he’d come in to see the day he died?

It would seem so, since that particular file was open on his desk. His silver pen sat beside the folder, and a sheaf of papers was under it. Lifting the folder, she saw the papers were computer printouts on vitamins and minerals.

Did Jonas think Brady had a vitamin deficiency?

The only way to know would be to read through this voluminous chart and that would take hours. Since Dr. Carter’s last contact with the child would have had to be when he was four years old, her time would probably be better spent getting current information from Brock, and doing an initial assessment. Reading the file first could cloud her judgment anyway.

“Dr. Fox, this is my son Brady,” Brock announced as he stood behind him in the doorway, his hands on the boy’s shoulders. “I’m sorry I didn’t get to introduce you to him yesterday, but we were a little preoccupied.” Brock urged him into the office and followed.

Melanie got up, walked around the desk and the end of her sandal hooked on a wrinkle in the carpet. She gasped as she lost her balance and the corner of the desk came at her fast, but Brock was faster because he caught her shoulders to hold her up. Melanie wished he’d have been here to save Jonas the day he probably did the same thing.

“I see your transformation didn’t take away your clumsiness,” he said with a laugh, as his fingers dug into her flesh. “I’m glad, because it’s kind of cute and reminds me you’re still the same girl under that shiny new exterior.”

A funny thing about that clumsiness. Melanie had only ever been afflicted by it when she was around Brock Cooper, who seemed to make her trip over her own feet. But she wasn’t going to tell him that, she thought, as she stepped back and his hands fell to his side.

“I just realized there’s no electricity in this building. Let’s go out to my ranch, and you can check him out there. Do you have time?” Brock asked.

Melanie really had to get back to her mother’s to straighten the house, make the beds, and help her mother wash up. Aunt June couldn’t do all that or help her get dressed with a broken arm. That is why Melanie was in Sunny Glen. But Aunt June did insist she had things under control until Melanie got back from breakfast with Mrs. Carter…and it was still early.

She just couldn’t make herself pass up the opportunity to see how Brock lived these days. To see him in his new element.

“It’s still early, so I guess so,” Melanie replied, and a little excitement sprouted in her chest.


Chapter Seven
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The exceptionally quiet child watched warily as Melanie finished her exam at his toes, then stood. He hadn’t said one word throughout the exam. He just nodded when she asked him a direct question, which was really odd. As weak as he appeared to be though, it might not be odd at all. Her exam proved nothing except his hair and skin was dry, he was dehydrated, yet his face was flushed.

“Well, Brady, it looks like you’re going to be as big and strong as your daddy one day,” she said with a gentle smile, hoping to engage him to get a feel for what he was thinking behind those deep blue eyes that matched his father’s. When his lips curved just the slightest degree at the corner, but he didn’t open his mouth, she asked, “What do you want to be when you grow up? You want to be a sheriff and a cowboy like your daddy?”

He shook his head from side to side, but didn’t speak. Use your words kid, I want to talk to you. “Fireman, then?” she asked, and he shook his head again. Melanie shrugged and held up her hands. “I’m out of guesses. What do you want to be?”

Brady’s eyes slid up to meet his father’s and Brock cleared his throat. “He wants to be a doc—” Brock started, but she shot him a warning look.

If his parents continued to fill in answers for him, this child would never learn to answer for himself. She wondered if that was how things went down during the visits to the twenty or so physicians he’d seen for this problem. If so, that’s probably why no definitive diagnosis had been reached.

“What do you want to be Brady?” she asked again, meeting his eyes and holding them.

He looked away to mumble. “I want to be a doctor like you. But I’m probably sick too much. I can’t even go to school.”

God, the frustration in the six-year-old’s voice, the resignation ripped at her insides.

“Well, I’m going to figure out what’s wrong with you, so you’ll be sick of school very soon. And if you end up going to medical school, I know you’ll be sick of it by the time you finish,” she replied with a laugh.

“Brady, you want to take the golf cart out to the pasture to pet Lorrie?” Brock asked, and Melanie had never seen a kid perk up so fast. He sat up on the sofa and his formerly listless eyes sparked with excitement.

“Yes, sir!” he replied, having no trouble finding his words now.

“Promise you won’t go inside the pasture. Just get some carrots out of the refrigerator to take with you and he’ll come to the gate. Feed them to him like I showed you.”

Showing energy he hadn’t shown before, Brady pushed up from the sofa and wobbled a second, then found his balance and ran toward the kitchen. Brock watched him and his face relaxed, but his eyes were worried when they swung back to Melanie.

“What do you think?” Brock asked quickly.

“I think I need more information and to read his chart more thoroughly. I flipped through the file, but it stopped when he was four. Is that when he started seeing other doctors?”

“He was seeing other doctors even before Dr. Carter died. So many doctors and so many tests, all of which came back mostly normal according to Lucy. He had chickenpox right before he turned three and ended up in the hospital for a week with pneumonia,” Brock replied, his jaw tightening. “He’s been sick ever since but it’s gotten a lot worse lately.”

“They would’ve treated him with breathing treatments and antibiotics which would’ve taken care of that. That can’t be what’s going on with him now after three years.”

The two times Dr. Carter had seen Brady during his third year only outlined the symptoms the child was having, not a diagnosis. He’d treated those symptoms and ordered tests during their last consult, evidently right before he died. Maybe Melanie needed to go back to the office and dig through his desk to see if she could find the lab reports. Perhaps the appointment he had at the office on the day he died was to discuss his findings with Lucy.

“Brock, do you have access to his medical records from the other doctors who’ve seen him since then?” That would probably tell her a lot more than the sparse information in Dr. Carter’s file.

His shoulders tensed. “I have joint custody and I’m his father, so I assume I’d have access,” he replied gruffly. “But I couldn’t tell you the names of all the doctor’s he’s seen, because Lucy didn’t include me in those appointments. She only told me what was said. I do know a lot of tests were run because I got the bills for them.”

“You can probably get the doctor’s names from those bills,” Melanie suggested, wondering why in the hell he hadn’t insisted on going with Lucy and Brady. Probably because he was a man, and it was easier just to let her handle it. She hoped he realized what a big mistake that was in hindsight.

“I know what you’re thinking,” he said gruffly, his eyes narrowing.

“What am I thinking?” she replied, a little shocked.

“You’re judging me—I do give a damn about my son, and you can’t judge me any harder than I’m judging myself right now.” He shoved a hand through his dark, wavy hair then scrubbed his hand over his face. “My only excuse is that I was working two jobs—the ranch and the sheriff’s office—to support them. I couldn’t just take off to go to all those appointments, and I trusted Lucy to do what was best for him.”

The heartache and self-castigation in his voice, the fear, ripped a hole in her stomach as she stepped forward and put her hand on his shoulder. “Brock, I’m not judging you. That won’t get us the answers we need about Brady’s illness.”

“I don’t know if anything will,” he replied darkly, and his Adam’s apple bobbed as his eyes filled. “Before it’s too late anyway. Something bad is going on with him. I feel it in my gut,” he informed, pounding a fist at his sternum.

She slid her hand up to his face and the scratch of his beard stubble abraded her palm sending fire streaking up her arm.

“It’s not too late, I promise. I do know after examining him that he’s listless, dehydrated and he seems to have a balance problem. His face stays flushed, and his hair and skin are dry. Those are clues, and I’ll start doing research as soon as I can get to a computer with internet. My mother doesn’t have internet at her house, so I’ll have to go to the library.”

“I have internet and a computer you can use here,” he offered quickly, his intense eyes meeting hers. “Or you can use the computer at the station when I’m there. In fact, I need to head over there right now.”

“I need to go back home first. I’ll walk over after I fix the crazy ladies lunch,” she said with a smile.

His dark brows crashed together. “Yeah, that’s something else we need to talk about. You may want to have your mother checked out by a psych—”

“I have it on good authority that she’s not crazy—she’s eccentric,” Melanie said with a laugh. “And you may have a rude awakening if you try to stop her from practicing her religion again. She’s been around for half-a-century and will do whatever the hell she pleases.”

“Well, religion or not, if she pleases to walk down Porter Street in her birthday suit again, she may wind up in a jail cell and be explaining herself to the judge,” he replied, and his lips twitched. “I think she traumatized old Mrs. Lawrence, who’s been around three-quarters of a century. Probably because she caught Mr. Lawrence watching with binoculars at the window.”

“Maybe you should arrest him for being a Peeping Tom?” Melanie suggested with a lifted brow. “Or tell her that just because she’s three-quarters of a century old, doesn’t mean she owns this town.”

She remembered Mrs. Lawrence, who was just about the busiest body in town—and the meanest to kids who had the misfortune of having to walk on the sidewalk in front of her house on the way to school. Melanie was among that number.

Stop stomping in my flowerbed you heathen. The only issue was her flowerbed encroached on the sidewalk, which Melanie finally pointed out to her one day and almost got whacked with a rake if she hadn’t been faster than the old hag. From that day on, she made a point of walking right through the middle of that flower bed, before getting in her morning jog with the old lady chasing behind her to the corner.

“But she pays taxes, and in turn, my salary,” he said with a chuckle, and Melanie’s eyes whipped to his to see the storm clouds gone and a sparkle there.

“Well she doesn’t pay you enough to put up with her, I’m sure. Maybe you should talk to the mayor about increasing her taxes, and in turn, your salary,” Melanie replied with a grin, and her knees went a little weak when he grinned too and that dimple in his left cheek appeared.

“I may need you to act as my agent, because the mayor and I don’t always see eye-to-eye,” Brock replied.

“That could be because he’s just a little over five feet tall. Try sitting down when you talk to him,” Melanie said, with a chuckle as her eyes slid up his chest, along the column of his tanned throat to finally meet his eyes.

Brock Cooper was definitely a lot over five feet tall, probably six-two, and that was something she’d always lov—liked about him. He was just so masculine, alpha and…yummy.

That grin popped out, the dimple appeared and girls dropped their panties. Melanie would’ve dropped hers in a heartbeat if he’d have been interested. Back then, if she had, he probably wouldn’t have even noticed. She wondered if he’d notice now.

Brock’s eyes dropped to her mouth and she licked her lips as a thick tension formed between them. She noticed the slight increase in his breaths, the uptick in the pulse at his throat and the flare of his nostrils as his hands gently closed on her shoulders. When his mouth gravitated toward hers, her heart skidded to a stop and she tensed.

“What are you doing?” she asked, her voice a whisper of sound, because her heart choked off her vocal chords.

“What I should’ve done twelve years ago,” he growled, as he pulled her into him. “What I’ve been wanting to do since I saw you again.”

His hot lips touched down on hers, and Melanie’s knees melted. She put her hands on his upper arms to hold herself up, and his muscles flexed under her fingers as her body went liquid under the hot pleasure that flowed through the connection of their mouths. Her childhood fantasies of this moment bore zero resemblance to this moment, she thought, as she slid her arms up to his shoulders then circled his neck.

Brock’s arms closed tightly around her waist and he leaned her back, kissed her harder, his tongue pressing at the seam of her mouth. A buzzing sensation zipped along her folds to electrify the bud at the top of her thighs, as she opened her mouth, his tongue rasped over hers and he moaned into her mouth.

Melanie shoved her hand into the thick mass of hair at the back of his skull and held him closer, kissed him deeper as heady desire washed through her and she mewled. His arms at her waist loosened, his hands glided down to her ass and he lifted her against him, held her pelvis to his and circled his hips to grind his impressive erection into her stomach as he devoured her mouth. This—this is what she’d always wanted from him, but didn’t know it. And more—so much more, she thought, wiggling her hips in time with his as moisture flooded down her body.

The back door slammed, Brock’s fingers dug into her ass deeper and he moaned as he sat her back on her feet, and dropped his chin to his chest.

“I ran out of carrots,” Brady announced at the doorway to the living room, and Brock took a step away from her, then turned. The air between them went cold, and a strange sense of loss gripped Melanie, as she turned to face Brady.

“Daddy why are you wearing lipstick?” Brady asked with a giggle, and Brock’s eyes widened as he wiped the back of his hand over his mouth then slid it across the leg of his jeans.

Melanie bit back her own giggle as Brock’s face turned red and his mouth flapped a couple of times. “Just get your stuff. I’ve got to drop you back off at home and go into the office.”


Chapter Eight
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“What are you smiling so much about? You’ve been grumpy as hell since you got back to town,” Merry Fox asked, being grumpy herself.

Her mother’s mood was probably a direct result of Melanie parking her on the couch when she got home and found her trying to climb the stairs on her butt to go get her incense so she could meditate.

June was out back hanging clothes on the line with one arm, clothes she’d obviously washed in the sink with one arm too, because her mother told her the washer was broken.

These women just didn’t understand they were hurt and needed to slow down to give their bodies a chance to heal. Her job here would be reminding them of that and making sure they complied, even if they got mad at her like her mother was right now.

“You’re clairvoyant, why don’t you tell me?” Melanie replied with a shrug as she adjusted the pillow under her mother’s leg on the coffee table. Merry scowled as Melanie stood back up, and laughter tickled Mel’s insides. “You want me to turn on your soaps for you? It’s lunchtime so they should be on, right?”

The smile Melanie had worn since they left Brock’s ranch was nobody’s business but her own. When he dropped her off before he took Brady home he’d kissed her again. A quick one, but just as sizzling as the one at his ranch. Brady hadn’t commented, but she saw him staring at her through the window when she got out.

“No—I don’t want to watch those stupid shows,” Merry replied with a pout, as she tried to shove her fingers under the upper edge of the cast at her thigh. “Just get me a doggone coat hanger will you? I think fire ants have built a bed inside this cast.”

“No coat hanger, or you’ll end up breaking your skin and you’ll really have problems then,” Melanie replied calmly, and her mother shot her a look. “You’re the one who decided to climb on that roof and break your leg—now deal with it!”

She spun on her heel and the growl that followed her out of the living room was music to her ears. Maybe next time her mother would think twice before climbing onto that roof.

Aunt June was standing at the counter trying to make one-handed sandwiches when she walked into the kitchen. Melanie grabbed her good arm, and June gasped as she pulled her away and removed the butter knife from her hand.

“I’m going to tell you like I told mother—you need to sit yourself down on that sofa and rest. That’s the only way you’re going to heal. I will bring you lunch, then y’all need to watch your soap operas or something.”

“I don’t need to be taken care of and the last thing I need to do is lay around. I have too much to do around here.” June lifted her chin. “Besides, if you fall off the horse—or house—you have to get right back to it or you’ll never get better!”

“Well, since you two obviously don’t need a medical professional to tell you what’s best for your medical issues, I guess I’ll just pack my suitcase and head right back to Texas,” Melanie threatened, crossing her arms over her chest.

“You can’t leave yet,” June said with a frown. “You haven’t finished what you came here to do. George came to me again, and I read the cards this morning. I had two towers, side by side, one up and one down. That means he’s right and someone is in danger. It also means that someone is going to have an epiphany of some kind. I think that person is you.”

Melanie’s smile faded at her aunt’s cryptic words. This mumbo jumbo was getting way out of hand…these two were taking their parlor games entirely too seriously. Maybe they did need to go see a therapist.

“I told you the only reason I’m here is to make sure you two are okay, and as soon as I’m convinced you are safe and healthy, I’m going back to my job in Texas. And I’m depending on you to convince Mother to keep herself safe from here on out.”

“You know as well as I do I can’t convince Merry of anything, so I go with her when I can to make sure she doesn’t kill herself. That’s all I can do.” June snatched the butter knife from her hand and turned back to the counter to shove it into the mayo jar. “If you want to make sure she’s safe and out of trouble, you’ll just have to stick around to make sure we don’t do something foolish to get ourselves killed.” She slathered the slice of bread with mayo, then turned back to point the knife at Melanie. “You didn’t lose anything in Texas, but you lost a lot by leaving here and not coming back, didn’t you?”

Melanie dragged her eyes out the window in the back door and they watered from the brightness that poured into the room there. “I didn’t lose anything here either, Aunt June. My life here wasn’t pleasant—the people here didn’t like me. California was good to me, and Texas has been too. I’m accepted there, respected even,” she informed.

But was she? Melanie knew the nurses, doctors and staff at the hospital in Texas talked about her behind her back worse than the people in this town ever had. But they sure knew where to find her if they needed help with a diagnosis or treatment.

Her colleagues respected her because they needed her, but if she were being honest, they didn’t like her. Not one of them asked her to go out for drinks at that podunk bar in town where they all hung out after work.

She’d gone a couple of times on her own, but they still gave her wide berth, didn’t include her in their circle. Melanie’s mode of operation when she went into that job was to be the best damned doctor they had and she’d achieved her goal…at the expense of becoming a social pariah.

When she got too bored or lonely, she drove to Houston for the weekend to find herself some momentary relief. But that’s all it was—none of those guys knew where she lived, who she really was, or had her phone number.

Why in the hell couldn’t her aunt just leave well enough alone? Leave her alone and let her help them? Melanie had been in the best mood ever when she got back to the house, and now it was ruined. “Aunt June, please let me finish those sandwiches and I’ll bring them to you in the living room with some iced tea.”

The butter knife clattered in the almost empty jar, and June wiped her hands on her apron then huffed a breath. “Alright, missy, but don’t blame me if your mother is on the roof again when you get back. I’m going upstairs to get her charts and incense, but that won’t keep her entertained very long. Tonight is bingo night, and I sure as hell hope she doesn’t remember.”

“What time do you go?” Melanie asked, moving to the counter to pick up thick slices of ham from the saucer and lay them over the slices of bread. She added cheddar cheese slices, then closed them up and distributed them onto paper plates. Grabbing the chip bag, she shook a portion of potato chips beside each sandwich, then set it down to open the cabinet and pull down two glasses.

“It doesn’t start until seven, but Merry likes to get there early to get a seat up front and cackle with all the hens she meets there every Thursday night.” June turned toward the doorway and waved her hand. “But I sit in the back, because their jabber makes my ears bleed.”

Her mother was as loony as a toon, and even she had a circle of friends. Right then, Mel realized how empty her life really was. Even if her mother didn’t have friends, at least she had Aunt June who was about her best friend in the world. Melanie had no one. Maybe she had lost more than she thought by leaving Sunny Glen.

Stop it, Melanie Ann Fox—you are not even going to consider moving back here!

Melanie filled the glasses with ice and tea, then grabbed a big tray from the lower cabinet and laid out the sandwich plates and drinks. Her mother was staring off into space when she walked into the living room and set the tray down on the coffee table.

“I’m bored” Merry announced with a frown. “You took my damned wheelchair from me, so turn on my soaps.”

“Ask nicely and I might,” Melanie replied, standing up to put her hands on her hips. She’d dealt with plenty of ornery patients, and right now her mother was being the orneriest.

“I got your moon phase charts, books and notes,” June said as she walked back into the room with her arms loaded down.

Melanie walked over to take the stack from her. “Aunt June you don’t need to be lifting things!” she reprimanded. “First, the laundry basket, now this—enough!”

“Stop telling me what to do child, because that will not work with me…” June let her take the stack of books, papers and notebooks, but put her hands on her hips. “Any more than it ever worked with you.”

Melanie set the books on the floor beside her mother then huffed a breath as she stood back up to assume a similar pose as her aunt. “You two are going to give me gray hair before I go home,” she said with a laugh.

June strolled over to her with a smile, and Melanie’s brow pinched when she stopped, studied Melanie’s hair for a moment then reached up. A sharp pain shot through her scalp and she yelped.

June held one of her hairs, a shiny silver one, up to her face like a prize. “It looks like that other place is what’s giving you gray hair, darlin’. Being home isn’t what’s doing that for you.”

“I have to go out for a while. Will you two promise to stay out of trouble if I promise to figure out how to get you to bingo tonight?” Melanie cringed as she remembered how difficult it was to get her mother and her leg into the backseat of her car to drive home from the hospital, but if this pact kept them settled and safe until she got back it was worth it.

Her mother perked up and smiled, but June groaned. “I promise!” Merry said quickly, then elbowed June, who hadn’t responded. “Promise, June or we won’t get out of this prison,” she growled. June shot Mel a glare, mumbled a promise then picked up the remote control and flipped on the television.

Mel walked out of the room with excitement building as she headed for the front door and blessed freedom. Her hand gripped the door knob, but she stopped when her mother yelled,

“Tell that handsome sheriff we said hello!” Both women cackled like the hens that June mentioned a few minutes ago, and Melanie’s face heated.

How in the hell did they know where she was going?

She opened the door, walked out onto the porch and quickly figured out it wasn’t by providence when she saw the handsome sheriff’s SUV in the driveway. Brock got out and walked toward her, and the expression on his face said he wasn’t happy.


Chapter Nine


[image: ‡]‡

“What’s wrong?” she asked, moving down the steps to meet him.

“Let’s just say thank the Good Lord I didn’t marry that woman,” he grated through clenched teeth, his eyes sparking angrily in the shadow of the brim of his hat.

“What woman?” Melanie asked, shaking her head.

“Lucy Morris,” he replied, making her name sound like a curse. “She just dropped me off at the station and didn’t leave until she laid down the law to me about me seeing you and about you treating Brady. I told her I’d show her the law, because I’d see her in court.” He huffed a breath, and his lips pinched. “But she knows as well as I do, I don’t have the money for it.”

“How did she know we were together today?” she asked.

“Brady liked you, so he decided to tell her all about you and our trip to the ranch. He also said I must like you a lot too because I kissed you when I dropped you off earlier. Needless to say that didn’t go over well.”

Melanie imagined it didn’t and a secret little immature thrill raced through her that Lucy Morris was evidently jealous of her. Is that glass slipper pinching on the other foot Miss Prom Queen?

“What did she say?” Melanie asked.

“She said if I continued to see you, I can’t see my son. She doesn’t want you around him.” Brock grabbed her shoulders, and his eyes turned glassy. “I’d threaten to cut off support to counter her, but that would only hurt Brady since she doesn’t work. She knows I love that kid, and is using him to manipulate me, but she’s going to learn that isn’t going to work.” He groaned, as his hands fell away. “And none of this is your problem. I’m sorry for dragging you into this drama.”

“Take a deep breath, Brock,” Melanie said, reaching out to put her hand on his arm. “You didn’t drag me into anything. After seeing how sick Brady looked yesterday, hearing what you said to Lucy, I knew I needed to help you figure out what’s wrong with him. That’s why I was at Dr. Carter’s office today. I was looking for Brady’s file, not mine.”

His eyes flew to hers. “You lied to me?” he asked, his voice an octave higher.

“I shouldn’t have been looking at anyone’s records in there but my own—it was unethical, because you didn’t give me permission.” Her little foray through his medical file had been too, but she wasn’t going to mention that. “I didn’t find the file until after you asked me to help you, but I’m sorry I lied.”

“It’s fine,” he said with a huffed breath before he pulled her to him for a quick hug. “I’m just so damned glad you decided to help me, because up until now I’ve been alone with my worry and watching my son get worse by the day.”

Alone. Brock was evidently as alone here as she was in Texas.

She wondered where his parents were, because she was sure if they were still in town he would’ve mentioned them, or gone to them for help.

“Brady is a good kid, and I’m glad to help him…and you,” Melanie said, feeling her cheeks heat. “I just don’t want to cause problems between you and Lucy, so maybe you should find someone else to help you. If you can’t see Brad—”

“There’s nothing to come between where Lucy and I are concerned. I despise her and I don’t care what she says,” Brock growled, his eyes fierce.

Hearing that freed something inside of her and a strange exhilaration filled her. “I know you’re busy at the sheriff’s office and ranch, but I can—”

“I called the mayor and told him I’m taking the two weeks I’m owed in vacation time effective today. I can’t think of a better way to spend it than with you, trying to figure out what’s going on with Brady…something his mother doesn’t seem all that concerned about.”

This man trusted in her ability to heal his son, who he obviously loved with all his heart. His words conveyed he had every confidence she would figure this out. That was a heavy burden, but an awesome responsibility too and she was determined not to fail him. His kid’s life depended on her success. But they needed more information first and because Lucy was being such an uncooperative bitch, she would probably make it difficult to get that information.

“There’s really nothing more we can do until you can get those other medical records and lab reports,” she replied.

“That’s why I’m here. I want you to come back to the ranch with me to go through the bills so we can start calling those doctors. Maybe you can see from the bills what kinds of tests were done so I know what to ask for?”

“Just ask for his entire record, and it’s probably better if you do that part on your own so you don’t poke the bear…because they may call Lucy.” Melanie tossed her thumb over her shoulder. “And I’ve got to take care of my mother and au—”

“I need you to help me, Melanie…please,” Brock begged, his voice choked.

Having this man tell her he needed her was like when the child in the Willie Wonka movie was handed the golden ticket. She’d wanted to hear those words so badly for so long—and he’d just said them. No, they weren’t in the context she’d fantasized about at sixteen, but it was close enough.

He told her I must like you too, because I kissed you when I dropped you off. And God, she wanted more of those kisses.

“Do you like me?” she asked, stepping closer to put her hand on his chest.

“Of course I like you,” he replied, looking confused.

“Was Brady right? Is that what the kisses were about?” Melanie needed to hear him say they weren’t just about thanking her.

Brock’s eyes darkened and fell to her mouth as he put his hands on her hips to pull her closer. “Come to the ranch with me and I’ll show you what they were about,” he said, and one corner of his mouth ticked up. “Brady won’t be there to interrupt us.”

“Okay,” Melanie replied, her voice coming out as a squeak when it squeezed past her heart, which pounded in her throat. “I have to be back here by five, though. Mom and Aunt June have bingo tonight.” He smiled, that dimple popped, and her heart melted to her toes leaving a warm oozy feeling behind.

“I promise to have Cinderella home on time so the evil sorceresses don’t turn you into a pumpkin for making them miss bingo.” He punctuated his playful words by leaning in for a much-too-quick kiss before pushing her away.

Surprising her, Brock reached for her hand and tingles danced up her arm as he pulled her toward the SUV. He stopped to open the passenger door and waited for her to hop inside then shut it with a smile and a soft click, before skirting the front of the truck to get behind the wheel. Melanie glanced at the house as he backed out, and fought back a groan when she saw Aunt June at the living room window grinning from ear to ear.

As they drove through town, Melanie slumped down in the seat trying to make sure no one saw her with Brock. She knew how the information pipeline worked in this town, and if someone saw her with him, Lucy could know before they hit the city limits.

No matter what Brock said, she did not want to be the cause of him not being able to see his son. The way Brady’s health was deteriorating according to him, Brock needed to be able to keep an eye on him.

Once the roadway became lined by trees and turned into undulating hills, Melanie sat up and rolled down her window. A rush of cool, pine-scented air blew into the cab, and Melanie inhaled deeply. It came out in a rush that carried all the tension in her body with it.

“Don’t you love that smell? There’s nothing like it anywhere else on earth,” Brock said, not looking at her. “That’s why I moved back here when I washed out of football.”

Melanie turned in the seat to look at him. She knew that was professional football he was talking about, but couldn’t let him know that.

“In college? Why’d you wash out? Didn’t you finish your degree?” she asked, feeling guilt tug at her conscience.

“Yeah, I finished—pre-law degree,” he said glancing at her. “Instead of going to grad school, though, I was recruited by the Carolina Cougars and played one year of pro ball.” He looked back at the road, and shrugged, but Mel noticed his hands tighten on the wheel. “After I tore my ACL they didn’t have much use for me and I didn’t have the drive to go back to school, so I came here and bought the ranch.”

Melanie chewed her lip, tried to stop herself from asking, but the words flew out. “And you and Lucy, ah, started dating again?”

“Sort of,” he replied vaguely, but she didn’t press because every muscle in his big body was rigid with tension. He’d tell her when he got ready to tell her. If he didn’t, it wasn’t really her business.

She searched her brain for a topic that might keep him talking, but wouldn’t cause stress. The one that dawned sent a wave of heat through her. “I never knew you were into ag and the cowboy thing,” she said with a laugh, then thought about it and decided what the hell did she have to lose by admitting it? “But I have to say, that hat does things for you, that does things to me.”

He pushed his hat up on his forehead, tilted his head to give her a sexy sideways glance and a grin spread over his face. “That’s the only reason I decided on ranching—because I heard you were in Texas and figured you must like cowboys. I wanted to be in pole position when you finally came home.”

“Bullshit,” Melanie said with a country-girl snort that surprised her.

“Yeah, I found plenty of that in my new career and it comes in handy when trying to charm beautiful women.” He glanced at her, wiggled his eyebrows then threw his head back and his laughter tripped over every nerve in her body.

Brock Cooper didn’t need bullshit to do that—he’d never had a problem charming women. She knew that, because even a jaded sixteen-year-old nerdy bookworm had fallen hard for him without receiving the panty-melting smile. He’d reserved those smiles and winks for members of the beautiful girls’ club, to which she definitely didn’t belong back then.

That should give her pause now that he was turning those charms on her just because she’d changed her outward appearance. A man that shallow should be avoided, because beauty faded as Lucy Morris could attest. In his defense, though, as masculine as he was back then, even though he lived in a man’s body, he wasn’t a man yet.

Her eyes floated across the cab to the side of his beard-shadowed face. Brock Cooper was definitely a man now, she thought and a shiver racked her.

Come to the ranch with me and I’ll show you what they were about.

Melanie knew as sure as the sun would come up tomorrow, she would never be able to resist this man. Time and distance hadn’t changed the magnetic pull she felt toward him one darned bit. First love bit hard, left a permanent mark on a girl, and this man would always have his teeth in her. And she wanted to feel their sting on every inch of her body. Feeling suddenly flushed, Melanie rolled down the window more and leaned her face outside.

Oh, God what underwear did she have on? She gulped in the fresh air, but it didn’t cool her insides or do a thing to calm her nervousness. Brady won’t be there to interrupt us.

Melanie sat back in the seat and closed her eyes, gritted her teeth.

“You okay?” Brock asked, as he swung the truck into his driveway.

Her breaths came short and shallow and her head spun, as she opened her eyes to look at him. They landed instead on a bag of gooey-looking candy melted in a Ziplock bag on the dashboard.

“You like gummy bears?” she asked with a hysterical laugh.

Brock glanced at her, then back at the candy and his jaw tightened. “No, but Brady eats the hell out of them. I told Lucy to limit him because they’re not good for his teeth, but he always has a bag with him.”

Red dye. Sugar. Gelatin.

With no label, Melanie would have to research the ingredients in gummy bears, she thought, reaching for the bag. She also needed to get a list of what Brady normally ate because a food allergy was not out of the realm of possibilities.

Brock’s eyes burned the side of her face.

Juvenile Diabetes?

Melanie wondered if Brady had ever been tested. Did it run in Lucy or Brock’s family? If he hadn’t been involved in Brady’s doctor’s visits in all likelihood, he didn’t have a clue.

There were so many possibilities for diagnoses here, it was mind-boggling. She could be researching for years and still not have anything conclusive. That thought cut through the sensual fog clouding her brain. They didn’t have years, if Brady’s condition was progressing as fast as Brock said it was. Melanie had under six weeks leave left to consider all those possibilities too. With each day that passed, the pressure would ratchet up, so she needed to focus on finding answers for Brock and Brady, not her suddenly revived desire for him.

But maybe if she focused now, she would have a week or two left with nothing but Brock Cooper and his hot kisses before she had to go back—or at least she hoped so.

It sucked being a responsible adult sometimes—sucked more to be a physician who cared more about her patient’s welfare than her own needs. Taking a deep breath as he pulled to a stop in front of the small wooden ranch house, she opened the door.

“We’ve only got a few hours, so let’s get busy getting those medical records ordered.”


Chapter Ten
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“Good Lord, Brock,” Melanie said in a breathless whisper, when he stopped at the kitchen table with two more boxes in his arms. “We’ve emptied two boxes already—Brady has only been alive six years. I don’t think my mother has this many medical bills.”

“Try paying them,” he replied darkly, as he set them down and wiped his hands on his jeans. “I pay through the nose for good insurance, but it only covers seventy percent of those bills after the deductible.” The corner of his mouth kicked up tightening his face, but Brock wasn’t smiling inside. The hole he’d dug for himself, the hole Lucy had dug, should be just about deep enough to bury him soon.

“What are you going to do?” she asked, shaking her head.

“I’m thinking of going to give blood at the hospital twice a week or something. I heard there was an opening for a garbage truck driver down at public works. They finish before I have to be at the office, so maybe—”

“Maybe you need to just stop this circus!” she shouted, launching up to her feet to glare at him. “You look like you haven’t slept in weeks, your eyes have fifty pound bags under them. You’re a young man, but you’re working yourself to death instead of saying enough is enough!”

That was easy for her to say. She had a career that paid well, and probably plenty of money in the bank if that Mercedes she drove was any indication. If Brock slowed down, the bill collectors would throw him in that grave and Lucy would happily shovel dirt over him.

Right now he was holding off the reaper by sending small partial payments to all of them.

“It’s not that easy, and you’re right I haven’t slept well in weeks,” Brock replied. Months, if he counted the nights he’d spent at Lucy’s with Brady. “I know I look like ten miles of bad road, but I guess it’ll be twenty more before I get a break the way things are piling up.”

Brock shoved a hand through his hair. Unless he sold the ranch and moved to an apartment in town. That would probably pay about a third of the bills, and he wouldn’t have the mortgage note or feed bills. But he also wouldn’t have the meager income from the cattle he managed to sell. If he could afford seed and fertilizer he’d plant a crop, because he had a tractor and fifty damned acres, but he couldn’t. The most he’d managed was a small garden he’d tilled on the far side of the house which provided fresh produce for him and a few neighbors.

Maybe he should just sell the tractor…it was old, but dependable. Or maybe he could sell one of his horses, and he’d thought about it, but thirty-five hundred bucks would be a drop in the bucket. He was saving that drop for when he really got desperate.

Desperation would come when the people he owed money to refused to accept his token payments anymore and demanded payment in full.

“Tell Lucy to apply for that job on the trash truck!” Melanie shouted, her frustration evident, but certainly not more than his own. “What, is she too good to work like the rest of us?”

“No, our agreement was that she would stay home with Brady until he started school, and I’d pay enough support for her to do that. But then he got sick, and he needed her. He’s missed so much school, it’s likely he’ll fail first grade. He just skated by in Kindergarten because it was a half-day program.” That made Brock feel like a failure too. He was a failure.

“Agreements change, Brock—and you need some relief. You’re trying to do the right thing by your son, but his mother isn’t helping.”

Melanie began pacing with her fists balled at her sides, and watching her, Brock could almost imagine he saw steam rising from her dark hair.

“Does diabetes run in your family?” she asked suddenly, as she made a turn to start another circuit.

“No, and it doesn’t run in Lucy’s that I know of,” he answered, his mind spinning at her change of direction.

“Good, one thing down, but he should still be tested to rule it out. He might have been tested, but we’ll have to go through those other two boxes to make sure.” She stopped and spun to look at him. “Where are your damned parents and why aren’t they here helping you?” she demanded.

“I haven’t told them what’s going on with Brady. They knew about him being in the hospital with pneumonia and came up to see him, but I didn’t want to worry them. Daddy’s not been well…he had a heart attack right after they got back to Atlanta.”

“What about Mayor and Mrs. Morris? Why aren’t they helping?” she asked, her perfectly arched eyebrows knotting together.

“Well, let’s just say they were less than happy when Lucy told them she was pregnant and I wasn’t marrying her. Mr. Morris only gave me the sheriff’s job when Sheriff Jones retired because he said I needed to be able to support his grandson. They haven’t had much to do with Brady since he was born. He’s an embarrassment to them, and so is their daughter.” He huffed a breath. “They don’t come out and say that of course, and they do help some. But just when it suits them most of the time.”

Brock was surprised when Melanie left the track she’d been pacing to walk to him. He was shocked, but thrilled, when she slid her arms around his waist and hugged him. “I’ve never been much of a hugger, but you need one,” she mumbled into his chest, squeezing him. “No wonder you’re so damned tired.”

His insides melted, as his arms drifted around her back and he held her closer. “I can sleep when I’m dead,” Brock said with a laugh, and she squeezed him tighter. “Or when Brady turns eighteen.”

“That’s no life, Brock. By the time he turns eighteen, you’ll probably be dead,” Melanie said, leaning back to look up into his eyes. “You deserve better and I’m here to help you now, but you need to get some rest. You can’t help Brady if you’re sick too.”

He looked at the clock on the wall by the telephone and sighed as he released her and pushed her away.

“No, it’s four o’clock, so what I need to do is go out to the barn to feed before I have to take you home. When I get back here, I’m going to go through those other boxes and finish out our list so I can make calls tomorrow.”

At the thought, a wave of tiredness washed through him in a powerful surge that almost took out his knees.

“Well, I’m going to help you feed and do whatever else you need to do, then you are going to help me get my mother and aunt to bingo because that would be easier done in your SUV than my car. After we drop them off, we’re coming back here and you are going to take a nap while I go through those two boxes and finish that list,” she informed, pointing at the boxes.

“You sure are bossy these days. They teach you that in med school?” Brock asked with a tired laugh, but he was damned glad to have someone tell him what to do right now, because his brain was in neutral.

She lifted her chin a notch and put her hands on her jean-clad hips. “Don’t waste your breath arguing—I aced that class in school too.”

Brock didn’t want to argue, because it felt too damned good to finally have someone to talk to—to unload on was more like it, and he didn’t want her to go home either. It wasn’t fair to do that to Melanie, but she didn’t seem to mind, and it definitely made him feel better to have someone in his corner for a change. His eyes skimmed down her deliciously curvy body to her small feet, which were shod in gold sandals.

“You can’t go out to the barn in sandals unless you want to lose those cute little toes.”

She looked down at her feet and frowned. “My toes look like little stumps anyway—they are not cute.”

Brock tipped her chin up with his finger and their eyes met. “Every damned thing about you is cute, Melanie Fox, and kind and generous and caring,” he said, with affection and gratitude overwhelming him as he bent to press his mouth to hers. Heat zinged through his body at her breathy whimper, it flamed when she pushed up on those cute little toes for more, but Brock pulled away—because this wasn’t about sex. “Thank you for helping me. I don’t know how I’ll ever be able to repay you.”

“I don’t want your money, Brock.” I just want you, popped into Melanie’s head, tried to attach itself to the end of her sentence and she froze.

“That’s a very good thing,” he replied with a deep, throaty laugh that rumbled through her. “Because I don’t have any, but I do have a few tomatoes I could barter if you’re interested.”

When Brock put his arm around her shoulders and turned her toward the door, Melanie sighed as warmth spread through her body.

“I also have a pair of muck boots I bought for Brady that are three sizes too big for him which should fit you. I grabbed them from a sale rack at the hardware store a few months ago because I knew he’d eventually grow into them. That must’ve been fate at work.”

Something was at work here between them, and if that was fate, scientist or not, she would be thanking the stars like her mother.

You’re back here for a purpose that has nothing to do with me and you won’t be going anywhere.

A shiver snaked down her spine, and Melanie stiffened it as she followed Brock to the kitchen door where he jerked his hat off the peg and tamped it down on his head.

“Wait here,” he said as he opened the door and they walked onto the porch.

He turned right and strode to the end of the porch where he opened a door, went inside and reemerged with a pair of black rubber boots in his hands. With a smile he grabbed her arm and led her to the swing on the other end and forced her to sit. Kneeling at her feet, he set the boots down and lifted her right foot to remove her sandal. Self-conscious, she curled her stumpy toes into the pad of her foot when he inspected it.

“I think Brady’s feet might be bigger than yours,” he said with a laugh, as he stroked the pad of her foot with his thumb until her toes unfurled. When her foot relaxed, he kept rubbing and electricity zipped up the inside seam of her jeans to zap the frenzied bundle of nerves at the top of her thighs and a tremor rocked her.

“Probably because he’s going to be tall like you,” she replied, her voice huskier than normal as his thumb swept lightly over her instep. Who knew her damned feet were so sensitive, that they were an erogenous zone?

He looked up at her with eyes filled with pride and what looked to be relief. “You think so?” he asked with a grin, and that stupid dimple appeared.

Melanie had to fight the urge to launch herself against him and have her way with him on the porch floor in broad daylight. Daylight which was swiftly fading, and he had chores to do.

“Let’s get the chores done, because if Mom is late to bingo, I know I won’t hear the end of it. I promised her,” she said.

Brock sighed as he dropped her foot, quickly removed her other sandal without the foot massage and shoved the bulky boots onto her feet. He was right, the boots were about a size too large, but she thought she could walk in them.

She pushed up to stand, and when he grabbed her hand, it was Melanie’s turn to sigh as he led her into the yard and toward the big barn in the distance. Peace settled into her bones as the fresh air swept through her. That was followed by giddy elation when he dropped her hand to put his arm around her shoulders and pull her into his side for a squeeze.

Why in the hell did this feel so right?

This isn’t what she’d worked her ass off for eight years to accomplish—no twelve now. She needed to remind herself of that before she let herself get lost in this fantasy with Brock Cooper, because that’s all it was. She was here temporarily, and if that included sex with him she was definitely on board with that—but she wasn’t on board with falling in love and staying here.

She had too many commitments in Texas to stay, and he had too many here to leave.

Melanie needed to remember that and protect herself, so she didn’t get attached to the only man on earth with the power to break her heart.


Chapter Eleven
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Melanie shut the back door of the SUV and turned to grab the handles of the wheelchair, but Brock was there first. He’d been first to help her mother into the backseat, and first to help her out too. She’d never dated or been around him much, so she had no idea if these gentlemanly tendencies of his were a new thing or if they’d been there all along. It wouldn’t surprise her if she’d just missed them because she’d been so blinded by his good looks back then.

The good looks were much more important to a horny sixteen-year-old than the good manners. Looks were important to a horny thirty-year old too, but now that she had more experience with men, she’d come to appreciate those rarer qualities too. They upped Brock Cooper’s already off-the-charts sex appeal in her eyes a hundred times, if that was possible.

He was also a hard worker, a kind and caring man, a good father—he had the body of an elite athlete and was a master with his lips. Add in those pretty manners, a cowboy hat, tight jeans and dusty boots and Brock Cooper was the perfectly imperfect hero in every romance novel she’d ever secretly read as a teenager while imagining his face.

Melanie could check off every box on her adult list of desired qualities in a man in black permanent marker. This man was the real deal, the whole package, and God did she want to see and get to know that package in an up close and personal kind of way.

Even though she knew there would be no happily-ever-after for them, there could be a happy-for-now. They had serious things to focus on, but they also needed to relax sometimes too—he needed to relax. Melanie had six weeks to drink her fill of her fantasy man and she wasn’t wasting a minute more, she thought, becoming mesmerized by the flex and release of his tight ass muscles as he pushed her mother’s chair across the lot toward the gym.

After working so closely with him in the barn this afternoon her body buzzed like a live wire right now, and she’d been more than ready to roll in the hay with Brock Cooper before they left the barn. But even with all the subtle signs she’d given him while they mucked out stalls, laid new bedding for the horses, filled water and feed buckets and then the not so subtle one she’d given him when he squeezed into the feed closet with her, he still hadn’t made a move.

The incredible erection he had this morning while kissing her told her he was interested. But maybe those gentlemanly manners she appreciated on one hand, she hated on the other. Perhaps they were holding him back from giving her what she’d more than telegraphed she wanted from him.

Melanie didn’t know a thing about ranching or ranch animals. When she offered to help him do chores, she thought maybe with two of them doing them they’d finish with enough time for a shower together—or something—before they left to pick up her mother.

That didn’t happen though. Once they were done, Brock pointed her toward the house, gave her directions to find the bathroom and told her he was taking a quick shower in the horse wash bay. He said he had a change of clothes in the tack room and he would meet her at the SUV in ten minutes.

As a result, they were thirty minutes early picking up Merry and June, which pleased them, but Melanie not so much. Those thirty minutes could’ve been spent getting hot and sweaty before they both took a shower in the wash bay, if Brock Cooper had been less of a gentleman.

When they got back to his ranch, she would make her point clearer. They would not be working on that box of receipts or his list tonight, because he was going to give her what she’d only fantasized about for fourteen damned years.

A horn blared, Melanie’s body jerked and adrenaline shot through her causing her heart to pound as she stared into the headlights of a truck. Until that moment, she hadn’t realized she’d stopped walking right in the middle of the main drive into the lot, or that it was getting very dark. The guy in the green pickup behind those headlights almost didn’t stop in time to avoid hitting her. She waved an apology, walked swiftly to the door of the gym and opened it.

Memories flooded back to her, and the sixteen-year-old nerd who’d been traumatized here took control of the thirty-year-old UCLA-trained physician as she stepped inside, and looked at all the red and black sports championship banners still hanging around the rafters of the gym. She knew Brock’s name was on at least half of them. Football, basketball, baseball, he’d played it all.

She was good at math bowl, the science fair and hide and seek from the girls who were good at sports and making fun of her, but they didn’t issue banners for that. They did hand out honors diplomas and full-ride scholarships to UCLA to valedictorians for that, though, and considering how Lucy turned out and the hell Brock was going through at the moment, she was the winner.

On the red-curtained stage a huge wire mesh tumbler with ping pong balls in it took center stage beside a lectern with a microphone. Several putty-gray metal chairs were set up behind it and a man she recognized as her ninth-grade science teacher, Mr. Grover, sat in one, apparently taking a nap before he called bingo. He did that during tests in class too, but he had a lot more hair and carried a lot less weight then.

Melanie scanned the large room looking for her mother, aunt and Brock. Her eyes stopped several times when she saw people she knew, but she didn’t let her gaze linger. They wouldn’t recognize her any more than Lucy Morris had at the diner.

When she found Brock’s dark head on the other side of a group of women, she walked that way. Her feet stopped five yards from that group, in the center of which was her mother in her wheelchair, when she realized Brock was having a heated conversation with Mrs. Morris, Lucy’s mother. He seemed to sense her presence, because he stopped talking and his head turned toward her. When his eyes met hers, he gave her a tight smile, but didn’t wave her over.

Mrs. Morris’ eyes flew to Melanie, narrowed, and she frowned as she looked her over from head to toe. She obviously didn’t recognize her either but she didn’t look happy when she turned her attention back to Brock.

“Melanie Fox?” a deep voice asked, with a breathless whistle.

Mel spun on her heel and came nose to chest with former Sunny Glen Panthers quarterback Carson Ballard. His big hands gripped her shoulders and his lips spread into a blinding white smile that had charmed many a girl out of her panties.

“Good gawd, Hooty—someone said it was you, but I didn’t believe them! You look like a million bucks! Where the hell have you been?”

Melanie peeled his fingers off of one shoulder and his hand dropped from the other. She took a step back and met his gaze.

“I’ve been somewhere they don’t call me Hooty,” she replied shortly.

“No, I imagine they call you Foxy now—wow, you sure have changed,” he said, not realizing that was exactly what they called her now, at least behind her back. Yeah, and she’d changed enough that this knucklehead who’d been hit one too many times in the head noticed her now. Too late, bucko. Definitely not interested.

“They actually call me doctor,” she informed snottily.

“Are you moving back to Sunny Glen?” he asked, wiggled his eyebrows then his eyes tracked down her body. “Because if you are, I might need a physical for my new job at the meat-packing plant.”

Melanie absolutely could not believe he grabbed his cock when he pulled out that old line she’d heard a million times. Mostly from young football players when she had to do physicals during her clinicals—college-aged jocks with more testosterone than brains—not thirty-two-year-old men who were stuck in their heyday.

“The perfect place for a meathead to work,” Melanie replied, and his smile faded.

“One thing hasn’t changed—you’re still the rudest bitch I ever—” he started, but Melanie was pushed aside and Brock stood where she’d been standing.

“And you are the crudest bastard,” Brock growled, as he planted both palms against the man’s chest and pushed hard. He stepped forward to put his nose to Carson’s. “I’d suggest you apologize to the lady, if you want to keep those pearly white teeth you paid so much for with your job at the car lot,” he grated.

“It’s a dealership,” Carson corrected angrily. “I sell sports cars, and—”

“You’re the best used car salesman in Georgia. That I believe. Now fucking apologize or follow me outside,” Brock snarled.

Carson’s face heated, and his eyes darted to Melanie.

“I’m sorry, Hoot—” He didn’t finish because Brock pushed him again and he staggered back. “I’m sorry, Doctor Fox,” he growled as he glared at Brock, before he turned and stomped away with Brock’s hot eyes burning holes in his back.

Warmth oozed through Melanie as she slid her arm through Brock’s. “Thanks for sticking up for me,” she said, and he looked down at her. He was the first person in her life who ever had.

“It’s what I should’ve done fourteen years ago,” he replied gruffly. “I’m sorry I was a member of the douchecanoe club with that asshole. By not calling them on it, I condoned it and probably made it worse.” He surprised her when he dropped his arm over her shoulders and pulled her into his side. “Let’s get out of here.”

Melanie took a step, but stopped. “I have to find out from Mom what time they need to be picked up.” She looked back over her shoulder, but couldn’t see her mother in the group of women, which looked like more of a gray-haired gang, now on the far side of the room.

“They don’t have to be picked up,” Brock informed, and his smooth, deep voice rumbled through her.

“Why not?” she asked looking up at him.

“Because your aunt’s new boyfriend Lester said he’d bring them home and get them settled, which I think means he’s going to be sleeping there tonight.”

Which means you can spend the night at my house.

Melanie heard the words as surely as if he’d spoken them as his eyes glided down to the vee in her t-shirt and something hot sparked in his gaze. His lips curled, that dimple appeared and her nipples hardened as a shiver rocked her. There was no missing that bad boy Brock Cooper was back in residency inside the big man beside her, and man was she glad to see him.

Welcome to the party, Coop, she thought, as she grabbed his hand and pulled him toward the front door of the gym.


Chapter Twelve
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Brock did not waste time going around to the passenger door. He stopped at the driver’s door and his hand shook as he inserted the key into the lock. He opened the door and all but tossed Melanie up onto the seat, then pushed her over with his body as he hurriedly cranked the truck. They could not get back to the ranch soon enough, he thought, throwing the SUV into reverse and glancing in the rearview.

Need clawed at his insides like barbed wire, electrified wire that set every nerve in his body on fire. It had been that way all afternoon, but he’d fought it. Brock was done fighting something Melanie obviously wanted as badly as he did.

He had never in his fucking life wanted a woman as bad as he wanted the one sitting beside him. Right now. Not tomorrow, not next week. Right damned now.

The tires shrieked and the SUV lurched when he threw it into gear and slammed his foot onto the gas pedal. Melanie’s body pitched forward, her hand landed on his thigh and Brock groaned as her fingers dug in and fire shot up his zipper to scorch his painfully engorged cock.

Her muscles tensed and he looked down into rich, gold-flecked pools of need and her hand slid higher on his thigh as he held her gaze. Tires squealed, a horn blew rudely, and Brock woke up, slammed on the brakes and flew toward the steering wheel.

His heart pounding in his ears, Brock frowned at the older lady in the baby blue Cadillac who glared at him from her position half-in and half-out of the last aisle in the parking lot. His middle finger itched, but he was the sheriff in this town. He didn’t flip off old ladies—even the ones whose license should be revoked, he thought, as he stopped at the main road. When he found an opening he pulled out and turned right to head toward the ranch.

Reaching down, he undid the button on his jeans and slid his zipper down an inch because it was cutting off his circulation. He put his hand back on the wheel, and was surprised when the zipper moved to the bottom of the track. Looking down, he saw Melanie’s fingers pinching the tab then met her eyes. She licked those porn star lips of hers that tasted like cotton candy, then turned in the seat, smiling a smile that tightened his balls.

No, she isn’t thinking that. You’re dreaming, dude.

“Lift your hips a little, sheriff,” she said, taking a firm hold on either side of his jeans to tug them apart. The look in her eyes, her words which rang inside his head, made his heart pump blood through his body like a high-pressure water main.

God, he wasn’t dreaming. Electricity buzzed through him as he tensed his muscles, lifted and tried like hell to stay on the road while she jerked his jeans lower on his hips.

Brock hadn’t had a blow job in a vehicle in a very long time. He hadn’t had real sex in a long time either—at least three fucking years. If Melanie put that beautiful mouth on him, there was no guarantee it wouldn’t be over for him in seconds.

But there was no way in hell he was going to stop her when she lowered his underwear and her warm palm closed around him, dragging a throaty groan up from his toes which were curled inside his boots. Her head descended and his breathing became non-existent as her hair covered his crotch, her hot breath warmed his cock.

He had to see her do this, he thought, his right hand falling to grab the ends of her hair and hold them back. Fuck, it was dark—he couldn’t see a damned thing except when they passed a street light. Letting go of her hair, he reached up to turn on the dome light and Melanie leaned up to look at him.

“I need to watch you,” he croaked, his hand shaking as he grabbed the ends of her thick, silky hair again to hold it back. The corner of her mouth ticked up, before her head lowered toward him again. Her palm closed around him and she squeezed, right before her hot breath brushed his skin. Brock hissed a breath, every muscle in his body went rigid with anticipation and a tremor rocked him when the wet warmth of her lips surrounded his head.

“Oh, my God,” he rasped, flinching when she ran her tongue over him.

Brock’s eyes dropped to his lap and he whimpered at the amazing sight of her mouth on him, which sent him into sensory overload. Gritting his teeth, he dragged his eyes back to the road, fighting the orgasm barreling down on him, but it inched higher and higher with every hot circle of her tongue on his shaft.

The sucking noises and wet heat drove him wild until he squirmed in the seat, his hips moved with her mouth, and her throaty little moans vibrated up his skin to tease the head of his cock. When she went down on him, Brock swerved and his left hand almost bent the steering wheel. His fist twisted in her hair and he groaned as he watched her wet mouth slid down to meet her hand until he throbbed against the back of her throat.

“Holy shit—” he wheezed, breathing hard as she made a few slurping sucks that were like a sexual soundtrack designed to make him come.

When Brock couldn’t take the intense sensations any longer, he yanked her hair, but her lips pinched around him, and her teeth grazed his shaft as she dragged her lips slowly up to his head, pulling a wave of come up with them.

It pulsed right at the head of his cock, tremors rocked him and Brock struggled for breath as he fought to hold on. He looked back at the road, and was relieved to see they were almost home. He was going to pay her back for this tenfold when he got her to his bedroom. Right now, he needed to focus on getting them there alive.

But just as he whipped into the driveway and rattled over the cattle guard, she sucked him hard and he couldn’t tell if his teeth were chattering from that or the tremors shaking him as she held him to the roof of her mouth with her tongue. Blood rushed to his head making him dizzy, the ranch house blurred and he pressed on the accelerator to get to the house faster.

Her mouth pulled one more time and Brock twisted his fist in her hair to yank her off of him. The holding off was over, he thought, slamming on the brakes. Dragging in ragged breaths, he fisted his cock, threw his head back and moaned in relief as hot waves of come erupted onto his stomach. Weak and swimming in endorphins, he leaned his forearm on the wheel and rested his forehead on it.

“Goddamn, Hooty—I think you could suck a golf ball through a garden hose,” he said as he gasped for breath.

“Don’t call me that,” Melanie said darkly, as she lifted up and his eyes fixed on her deliciously swollen lips.

“I’m sorry—I promise it won’t happen again, baby.” Brock reached to pull her toward him for a kiss but she pulled away. Damn, just that fast he’d ruined things, because he was a dumbass.

“No, I don’t think it will—not tonight at any rate,” she said, her gaze darting to his still rigid cock. “You might want to put that away and take me home, because I think you have company.”

She sat back on the seat, wiped her mouth with the back of her hand then folded her arms over her breasts as she stared at the house. Even though he didn’t want to, Brock looked toward the house, and groaned when he saw Lucy’s van parked there and her out and on the move toward the SUV. He quickly took off his hat, tossed it on the dashboard and pulled his t-shirt over his head to clean up. He threw it on the floorboard, then lifted his hips to pull up his jeans and zip them.

“I feel like I’m the other woman,” Melanie said, as Lucy stopped to rap her knuckles on Brock’s window, while she glared across the cab at Mel.

Brock sighed and rolled down the window. “What do you want, Lucy?” he asked gruffly.

“I want the father of my son to give a damn about him,” she said waspishly. “I gave you an ultimatum this morning and you’re with her tonight? I thought you had better sense, not to mention better taste.”

“And I told you I’m not going to put up with being threatened,” he fired back. “He’s not your property Lucy and I’m not going to allow you to control me with him.”

Lucy growled, notched her chin and glared at Brock. Melanie reached into the slot in the dash to grab Brock’s cellphone, because she had a feeling fireworks were coming and she didn’t have time to get hers from her purse.

“Make a decision, Brock. It’s Brady or her—you tell me which right now. I talked to my mother tonight who told me you were with this tramp at the school. It’s embarrassing to me, them and Brady. My parents fully support me if I want to sue you for full custody because of your neglect. Oh but be warned, my attorney says that you’ll still have to pay support, even if I decide it’s not in his best interest to have you in his life anymore.”

Melanie saw Brock’s knuckles go white on the steering wheel and his jaw work as he ground his teeth. He glanced at her, then looked back at Lucy. “You do what you feel froggy enough to do, Lucy, but I won’t be manipulated or blackmailed.”

“Well, I guess you can call it what you will, sheriff,” she said with a sly smile. “I call it doing what I need to do to protect my child…and myself.”

“I’m sick of the games, Lucy. You are trespassing here—you weren’t invited—so unless you want me to handcuff you and haul you to jail, I suggest you leave.”

“You wouldn’t haul me to jail with your son in the van,” Lucy challenged, crossing her arms over her chest. “You wouldn’t arrest me either, because you’re too much of a pussy to do that. Everyone in town would—”

In the overhead light, Melanie saw Brock’s face turn bright red and his throat blotched too, with what looked to be hives. This woman gave her hives too. His breaths came in short, uneven snatches as his head did a slow spin on his neck to meet Lucy’s eyes.

“The people of this town already think I’m a pussy for putting up with your crap for as long as I have. Now, if you don’t haul your ass back to that van and take Brady home, I’m calling Rowdy. I’m sure he will take great pleasure in arresting you.”

Lucy stared at him a minute grinding her teeth, then turned and stomped back toward the van. His shoulders finally relaxed when the brake lights on the van turned red, before Lucy did a three point turn and zoomed past them on the gravel driveway.

Melanie clicked off the recorder, handed Brock his cell phone, then scooted over on the seat. “Make sure you save that recording to your cloud. If she sues you for custody, it’s proof she’s playing games.”

Brock just sat there for a minute staring at his phone, before he turned his eyes to her.

“Thanks, but I won’t be needing this because I know she’s blowing smoke. They’re not going to help her exclude me from his life because I do too much for her and Brady. It would be a waste of their time and money to try, and it would mean they’d have to do more. I’ll apologize to her tomorrow and it’ll blow over.” He tossed the phone into the console, put his foot on the brake and grabbed the gear shift. “I’ll just take you home.”

“You’re going to let her win—just like that?” Melanie asked turning in the seat to face him as he put the truck into reverse. “Maybe her summation is right then, but I’d add coward to that too and maybe quitter. That’s why she continues to do this to you, Brock.”

Brock’s foot hit the brake again hard, throwing Melanie toward the dash. He slammed the truck into park, then opened the door. “Take the fucking truck home. I’ll get Rowdy to pick me up in the morning to come and get it.”

With that he shut the door and stormed toward the house, leaving Melanie to watch. He was almost to the stoop when his knees buckled and he fell in the yard. In the headlights, she could see his shoulders shaking. Raw, agonizing pain sliced through her chest, pressure built in her skull and Melanie bent over feeling sick. It was like his pain transmitted across the yard to her and became her own. Hollow, empty, desperate—alone.

Help him.

Fist at the center of her chest, Melanie reached for his hat on the dash, turned off the truck and headlights, then opened the door. By the time she made her way across the dark yard to the stoop, Brock had gone inside but the door was open so she went in.


Chapter Thirteen
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“Brock?” Melanie said, as she laid his hat and keys on the kitchen table.

She called his name a few more times as she walked through the dark house, because it was very quiet, she knew he had guns there and she did not want to get shot because he thought she was an intruder. Every few seconds she’d stop to listen for an answer—or a sound of any kind—but heard nothing. She stood at the end of the hallway she assumed must lead to the bedrooms and listened again.

A faint agonized moan came from the end of the hall and she quickly ran that way, her heart rising closer to her throat with every step. She stopped at the last door on the right, and heard another weak moan. Without thought, Melanie opened the door and flicked on the light. Her eyes followed the trail of boots, jeans and underwear that led to the bed where she saw Brock curled into a fetal position on top of the covers, his back to her.

The pistol on the bed beside him caused her blood to turn to ice in her veins and she hurried to the bed, picked it up and put it on the nightstand with a shaking hand. Melanie sat on the bed and he mumbled into the pillow he was hugging.

“Go home, Melanie.” The hopelessness in his voice caused that knifing pain to slice through her chest again and she rubbed her sternum.

“I’m not going anywhere,” she said, swinging her legs up onto the bed, but then changing her mind and going to turn off the light. Some conversations were better had in the dark, she thought, as she pulled the switch down. Melanie left a trail of clothing on the way back to the bed too and was naked by the time she knelt on the edge to pull back the cover on her side.

“My fucking stomach hurts so damned bad,” he moaned, and Melanie’s stomach hurt too.

“Get under the covers, Brock. Let me help you,” she said, tugging them.

“Nobody can help me—my life is a fucked-up mess and it’s all my damned fault.”

“No, it’s only partly your fault for letting manipulative women—a manipulative woman—control you,” she replied, sitting on the side of the bed.

“All women are manipulative in one way or another,” he replied darkly. “The fucking bane of my existence.”

He was obviously painting her with that broad, black brush too.

“I’m a woman, and I assure you I’m not trying to manipulate you. I just want to help, so stop with the pity party and let me do that.” Her eyes darted to the nightstand where she’d put the pistol and a shiver racked her as the otherworldly words she’d heard as plain as day in the SUV came back to her. Help him. The words worked in her throat for a second, before she could manage to push them out. “Killing yourself isn’t going to help Brady, or anyone else.”

“What the fuck are you talking about?!?” he roared, before the bed rocked and strong arms clamped around her waist.

Melanie squeaked when her butt left the bed and she was rolled over and then trapped under a very heavy hard body. He dragged in ragged breaths and his exhales heated her face. “I assure you that will never be on my agenda, because contrary to what you think, I’m neither a coward or a quitter. I’m just having a fucking mental meltdown at the moment and if you would leave me alone to have it with a side of bleeding ulcer, tomorrow morning I will be fine!”

“You have an ulcer?” she asked, her stomach knotting. Without proper care, especially with the stress he was under, that could cause major problems. “I can write you a prescription for—” she started, but his hand covered her mouth.

“I don’t need a prescription. I just need some peace…a break from all this for a few days,” he said, sliding his palm off of her face.

“My daddy had an old shack up in the mountains. He went up there when he needed a mental vacation,” she said softly. “I went with him a couple of times and he took me hunting when things got too much for me.”

“You hunt?” Brock asked with disbelief in his tone.

“Daddy said it was better than killing people, and he was right. I got very close to that point a couple of times with the harassment at school.”

She felt his heat before his mouth touched hers in a slow delicious pass that curled her toes. “I’m so sorry you went through that, baby,” he whispered, and his breath electrified her lips. “Sorrier that I didn’t help you.”

“I survived and so will you. But I do think an off-the-grid hunting trip would help you. That cabin is still there and I’m sure Mom hasn’t gotten rid of it.” Her mother may not even know it existed. “I’ll take you up there tomorrow, and you can stay as long as you want to get your head together,” she offered. “But I have one condition…”

“What’s that?” he asked, his voice sounding a little less stressed.

“You leave your cell phone on the kitchen table. I don’t want Lucy or anyone else, including myself, to bother you. Take your shotgun and fishing pole, because there’s a pond there too. How does that sound?”

“That sounds like just what the doctor ordered,” he replied with a laugh that loosened the knot of tension in her chest a little more. His body tensed and he sighed.

“What’s wrong now?” she asked.

“I can’t go—there’s nobody here to feed the animals.”

“I’ll stay here—I planned to anyway, to finish that list we started. You showed me the ropes today, so I can do it. I’ll just spend the day at Mom’s and stay here at night. I think they resent my interference anyway.”

His lips slid across her cheek to the corner of her mouth. “You are a meddling busybody,” he murmured before he dropped a kiss there. “But I love that about you because your heart is in the right place.”

Her heart was in her throat right now after hearing those words—the L word mentioned—in context with her name.

Brock shifted his weight off her, dragging his lips over her cheek to the corner of her mouth leaving a trail of wet fire. His mouth covered hers and he swallowed her mewl in a kiss that scorched through her. His hand skimmed up the side of her thigh, over her hip, dipped into the curve of her waist, then finally came to rest at the underside of her left breast where his thumb stroked in irritating brushes. He didn’t move it up to where she needed to feel his touch, her painfully hardened nipple.

A frustrated moan gurgled up her throat and entered his mouth when she opened for him to kiss her deeper. His tongue fenced with hers and every muscle in her body twitched as his cock hardened against her thigh. But he didn’t move that hand and she couldn’t fully enjoy the off-the-charts kiss because the friction of his thumb on her skin was so irritating, enflaming—the need it created in her too intense.

With a growl she felt inside her chest, he shoved his right hand under her head into her hair to hold her skull as he devoured her mouth. Tension ratcheted up inside her body, moisture flooded her folds, but all she could focus on was the irritating brush of his thumb on the soft skin under her breast. With her nerves frenetic, Melanie finally couldn’t take it anymore so she reached for his wrist and dragged his hand over the peak. She felt his lips curve in a smile, before he pulled back to look down at her in the dark.

“You want my mouth on your breast, baby?” he asked with a dark laugh, and a tremor rocked her, her clit throbbed because there were other places she wanted that talented mouth too.

“Yes,” she hissed, a little angry he was obviously teasing her.

“All you had to do was ask,” he said, raking his thumb over her rigid nipple making her groan loudly. He circled it, then flicked his nail over the sensitive tip and her whole body jerked. Brock leaned over her and breathed on her nipple, his tongue darted out to wet it before he sucked her into his mouth. The firm tugs sent electricity zipping down the high-voltage highway of her nerve endings to sizzle at her clit, ride along the rails down her folds to her anus and buzz there. Melanie moaned, arched her back into him, drew shallow breaths as she tried to lasso the orgasm barreling down on her. He hadn’t even touched her clit yet—she’d probably come in two seconds. Her inner muscles flexed as he sucked, licked and teased her to insanity.

The pressure of his lips eased and Melanie whimpered, but that turned into a loud moan when his teeth closed around the bud. He worried it with his tongue, flicked it and excited jolts spread in every direction. His head moved back and his teeth dragged her with him. Melanie fisted the sheet and a guttural moan flowed from her lips until he finally released her.

Brock’s palm skimmed down her body and her muscles quivered under his touch. His fingers curled over her mound, slid lower until he dragged his fingers back up through her folds and her body jerked when they dipped inside her opening.

“You’re quivering…that is so damned hot,” he growled, and his words made her wetter, made her walls vibrate around the digits. “I want to taste how much I excite you—smell it.” He plunged them inside her body. Melanie’s hips bucked but he withdrew and brought his hand up to his nose to inhale deeply. Holding her gaze, he slipped his fingers into his mouth and sucked each one clean. “Sort of like salt water taffy. Here taste,” he said in that whiskey-laced voice as he stroked his index finger over her lips, then dipped the tip into her mouth.

Salty sweetness exploded over her taste buds, a bolt of pleasure shot up her body and paralyzed her as a violent tremor rocked her. “You’re going to make me come before you even touch me,” she whispered, through chattering teeth as her body thrummed with desire.

“No worries, baby—there will be more where that one came from. I promise.” Brock chuckled as he circled the wetness on his finger around her nipple. When he leaned down to blow on it, Melanie shivered, squirmed and wrapped her calf around his.

“I need more now,” she pleaded. She tried to squirm from under him, so she could take control, but he pinned her to the mattress with his big body.

“Good things are worth the wait. You’re proof of that—now just relax,” Brock murmured, as he bent to suck her right breast into his mouth and his hand trailed south down her body. He nudged her legs apart with his foot, then trapped them with his calf.

His hand found her wetness again, fire streaked up Melanie’s body and she groaned when he rolled her swollen nub between his fingers. Her hips worked with his fingers, he pressed harder, sucked her deeper into his mouth and pressure built in her body.

Warm waves of pleasure crashed at her midsection, the next wave at her breasts, wet heat surrounded her nipple, his teeth abraded the hyper-sensitive tip sending sharp pleasure pain to confuse her brain. Melanie floated on the gentle ocean of pleasure, let it suck her under. Faint tremors started at her toes, her legs shook then her body rocked like she’d grabbed an electric wire. Brock bit down on her nipple, not gently, as he pinched her clit, hummed his pleasure against her skin as he rolled the bud harder and his pinky finger rimmed her opening.

The peaceful seas turned into angry white caps that shook her, sucked her into a whirlpool of an orgasm that dragged her down into a chasm of pleasure so intense she felt herself leaving her body. Grabbing his arm, she dug in her fingers to hold on, begging him to free her, hoping he held her right there. And he did until the last tremor rocked her and her spent body collapsed back onto the mattress. She didn’t smoke, had never smoked, but she could sure light up right now if she had one.

Melanie didn’t have a whole lot of sexual experience, but the experiences she had were not anything like this. Those other men got the job done, made sure she got there, but didn’t spend the time he was spending driving her wild—making her insane for him. Making her want him so badly if she didn’t have him soon she might die. That’s what she felt like right now.

She was relieved when Brock moved down her body, kissing and nipping his way to her feet where he knelt and pushed her ankles apart. Relieved, her body humming with need, Melanie let her knees drop wider and he crawled in between. She leaned up to reach for him, but he shoved her shoulder down.

“You just lay there and let me drive. You almost made me wreck earlier, so it’s my turn now,” he said, and she knew he was grinning even though she couldn’t see his face. She heard it in his voice.

“You didn’t seem to mind,” she said, with a pout. “You’d have died with a smile on your face and my lips on your—Oooh,” she gasped, when he lifted her lower half off the bed to scoot under her, then rested her weight on his thick thighs. His hot, steely length pressed against her ass and her inner walls clenched.

He shoved his hand under her thighs and lifted her higher, scooted closer until only her shoulders touched the mattress. He put her calves over his shoulders and his hands clasped at her waist to hold her in place. “Put on your seatbelt, beautiful,” he said as his face lowered between her legs. His hot breath brushed her slick folds and Melanie tensed, whimpered.

“No, Brock—please—just—” she whined tiredly, but his arms banded tightly at her waist holding her captive. She couldn’t move as his tongue flicked at her opening, her brain seized and her body vibrated. He plunged it inside and her walls sucked at him as he slowly rimmed her opening and her muscles twitched in response.

Brock moaned, his lips spread and he slurped at her and Melanie’s inner walls pulsed in time. He sucked her, her body went rigid and a scream built in her chest. As his teeth nipped her labia all the way to her clit, it climbed up to her throat. When he stopped at the swollen, throbbing nub at the top of her thighs, Melanie wasn’t breathing as she waited to feel the rasp, the nip or suck there, but it didn’t come. With only a teasing brush over the swollen bud he moved on to nip his way back down the other side of her folds.

Melanie’s fist clenched the sheets, she growled her frustration and his laugh tickled her folds. He stopped to nuzzle his face against her inner thigh and it felt like sandpaper. Waves of fire traveled up her leg to enflame her already hypersensitive folds. When he suctioned his mouth there, and dragged it along her thigh, Melanie lost her mind.

One whimper followed another, soft pleas for him to finish it followed and he finally did by slurping at her clit. The sounds, the heat, his moans and the sensations all collided in a blinding flash of light behind her closed lids. The scream escaped and carried his name as she was steamrolled by another orgasm ten times as strong as the last. He held her as she shook, soothed her with gentle strokes across her belly.

When he eased her back on the bed, Melanie lay there heaving breaths as she tried to find her mind. She felt wrecked and raw inside, drunk on endorphins. Emotion shot up to her throat to close it off, so when he asked her if she was okay all she could do was nod. He lifted her hips and Melanie’s body was like a limp noodle as he settled his cock at her opening. His fingers dug into her ass as he pushed his hips toward her and embedded an inch of himself inside of her body.

Unbelievably her nipples hardened, the buzzing in her body grew louder and her inner muscles pulsed hard around him. Melanie planted her heels, arched her back, pushed against him and the burning stretch as her body took him further inside sent incredible sensations zinging up her passage. Brock’s fingers dug deeper and he groaned, but suddenly his whole body went rigid.

“Holy fuck, I am a moron,” he wheezed, pulling out so fast Melanie’s head spun.

He scrambled away from her to sit on the edge of the bed and run a hand through his hair. Melanie shot up to her knees and crawled over to him. When she put a hand on his back he was shaking violently and fear sliced through her.

“Brock what’s wrong?” she asked, her voice trembling.

“I almost fucked you without a condom,” he said sounding sick, then shook his head. “I thought for sure Brady was a lesson I’d never forget.”

“Brock, I’m a doctor—I have an IUD and it’s good for another three years. It wouldn’t have been the end of the world.”

His harsh laugh was like sandpaper inside her skull. “Lucy said she was on the pill—I don’t trust any woman with that now. Yeah, you’re a doctor, so you should know that pregnancy isn’t the only issue either.”

“You think she got pregnant on purpose don’t you?” Melanie asked angrily, wanting even more to go stomp that conniving woman’s ass on his behalf. She’d have a fight on her hands for sure, but as mad as she was, she could definitely do it.

“I know for a fact she did,” he replied darkly. “I knew the girl who worked at the pharmacy from school. She looked it up and told me that Lucy was not on birth control pills.”

“Couldn’t she have gotten them filled somewhere else?” Melanie asked, not sure why she was defending Lucy Morris. Probably because the unethical conduct of the girl at the pharmacy pissed her off.

“Lucy is lazy—she wouldn’t have driven fifty miles to the next town to fill a prescription. She did it on purpose, and although I’m not sorry I have Brady, I feel pretty damned stupid for trusting her—hell, for sleeping with her. Rowdy tried to warn me, but I didn’t listen.”

“I’m sorry,” Melanie said, dropping a kiss on his shoulder. “Go get a condom, and I’ll wait. I’m one up on you and we need to do something about that.”

When he shook his head and let out a shuddering sigh, Melanie knew it wasn’t happening. She couldn’t blame him—considering his experiences that would have to be like a bucket of ice water poured straight on his cock to him.

“I’m going to take a shower,” she said, moving around him to put her feet on the floor. She stood and took a step toward the door. “I’ll be in there thirty minutes or so, and you’re welcome to join me if you like.”

But she knew she wouldn’t be seeing him in there either.

Melanie didn’t take it personally though. Because of the number Lucy Morris had done on him, he was now wary of all women, and might never get over that blow.

Something needed to be done to stop that woman, and before she left here, Melanie was going to try to figure out what that was.


Chapter Fourteen
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Forty-six minutes later, Melanie towel-dried her hair then put on the huge white t-shirt she’d found in the linen closet. She held it to her nose and sniffed deeply, but didn’t smell Brock’s spicy, outdoorsy scent, just laundry detergent. With a huffed breath, and not a little disappointment, she gave up on him coming to find her in the bathroom. She thought maybe after he calmed down some, he would. But he hadn’t.

Walking to the door, she grabbed the unopened box of condoms she’d found in the medicine cabinet from the counter, opened the door and flicked off the light. Striding down the hallway to the bedroom door, she stopped. It was open a crack, but it was dark inside so she stood there for a second gnawing her lip, wondering if she should take the second bedroom she’d found beside the bathroom. Or sleep on the sofa maybe?

No—she was going in that bedroom and she was sleeping in bed with him.

She wasn’t that insecure girl anymore, and she was not going to let him throw up walls between them because he was scared. And that’s what she figured out his problem was. Yeah, forgetting to wear a condom was serious, but not to the degree that he freaked out. It was almost as if he blamed her for tempting him, which was ridiculous. He was a grown man and needed to face the fact that he fucked up, but then forgive himself for doing it too.

She was not a psychiatrist, but she’d thought about it in the shower and Brock should probably see someone to deal with those issues. Maybe she would gently recommend that to him in the morning. The other thing she was going to suggest was that he take his son with him to the cabin in the hills. He loved Brady dearly, and it didn’t look like with the two jobs and all the other stressors in his life, Lucy in particular, that he had much one-on-one time with him. It would probably do them both some good, and it would mean that he wouldn’t be worrying about Brady while he was trying to relax.

From her threat to sue for sole custody, Mel figured out they must share joint custody of him now. That meant that she couldn’t legally stop him from taking Brady with him, especially since he was out of school for the weekend, as of three o’clock this afternoon.

Melanie huffed a breath as she went inside the bedroom, set the box on the dresser and padded to the bed where she heard soft, even breaths in the dark. She sat on the edge, pushed back the covers and tried to be as quiet as possible as she tucked her legs under the cool sheets and laid her head on the pillow. She gasped when strong arms jerked her back into a rock-hard body that was as hot as a blast furnace. Brock squeezed her to him, held her tightly and his breath tickled her ear in the dark as he kissed the side of her head.

“I’m sorry, baby,” he whispered, his voice gravelly with sleep. His hand reached up to brush her hair back and Mel shivered when he dropped a butterfly light kiss behind her ear. He tugged the cover up under her chin and nuzzled his face into her hair, dragging strands with his beard stubble. With a sigh, she slid her hand down his lightly furred forearm to cover his hand where it rested on her belly. Brock gave her a quick squeeze, heaved a deep sigh and again she wondered why this felt so damned right as sleep dragged her under.

A delicious smell pulled Melanie to consciousness, pots and pans rattling brought her fully awake and her eyes popped. They quickly squeezed shut though when blinding sunlight speared her brain. A shiver racked her and she realized her backside was ice cold so she reached behind her blindly to pull the covers closer. The other side of the bed was cold, which meant Brock had been up for a while.

She kind of thought, hoped, he might wake her up this morning, but he must still be freaked out about last night, she thought, her eyes sliding to the dresser to see the still unopened condom box mocking her.

Maybe last night would be all they’d ever have. Sadness and frustration filled her, making her damned eyes burn. Curling her legs closer, she snuggled under the covers. Mel closed her eyes and took deep breaths to clear her head. There was zero sense getting upset over something she couldn’t control or change. The smell of rich coffee mixed with the heavenly scent of frying bacon, and Melanie inhaled deeply. She’d give her big toe for a cup of that right now. Maybe that would help her coax the hardass UCLA-trained physician out of hiding. The one everyone in the emergency room at that Texas hospital gave wide berth.

Coming back to this town had been a huge mistake, the biggest she’d made in a long time. She hadn’t had much choice since her sister was unavailable to help her mother, but as soon as she could get Merry and June back on their feet she was going back where she belonged.

“Morning, lazybones,” Brock drawled, and Melanie’s eyes flew to the door, then widened.

Acres of smooth, tanned skin and a sexy grin appeared to be all he wore other than a white apron that covered his chest. The sight sent a charge through her body to sizzle all the way to her toes. Holding her gaze, his hand shot out to grab the box of condoms from the dresser and set them on the tray. Her insides went molten at his determined look as he walked to the bed. Melanie leaned up on her elbow and was a little disappointed to see he wore jeans too.

When he stopped at the bed, she slid up to sit against the headboard and he carefully placed the cookie sheet serving as a breakfast tray on her lap then sat on the edge of the bed. Reaching over the tray, he yanked the dishtowel from under the silverware, flicked it open and Melanie was stupefied when he leaned forward to tuck it into the collar of her t-shirt. He stayed there for a second, his breath brushing her mouth in soft hot waves, then grabbed her chin, put his mouth to hers and gave her a toe-curling good morning kiss.

“I have to tell you my t-shirt never looked so sexy,” he said, licking his lips while focused on hers, making them tingle, as he sat on the edge of the bed.

He’d obviously showered, because his thick, dark hair was wavy and wet. Melanie wanted to run her fingers through it, to lick the water droplets that still clung to his neck. The delicious smell of the pancakes on the tray, the rich maple scent of the syrup, was overtaken by the even more delicious smell of his woodsy cologne which made her want to eat him up instead.

“You keep looking at me like that and you’re not going to get to eat your breakfast,” he growled, and Melanie’s eyes met his heated blue gaze.

“You’re a confusing man,” she said, really put off by his passive-aggressive sexual desires. With the hot then cold last night, now the hotter this morning she had no idea how to interact with him.

His smile slipped, he looked away and his face flushed. “I know and I’m sorry about that…my only excuse is I’m confused too. You coming back to town has turned my world upside down—woke me up from the coma I’ve been in for six years. I’ve been trying to uncomplicate my life, but with every hour I’m with you it becomes more complicated.”

Was he blaming her again? Anger bristled under her skin, and her hands tightened around the coffee cup.

“I can leave if you’d like,” she said shortly, setting her cup on the tray. “I’ll just stay out of your way, do what I came here to do—get my mother back on her feet and I’ll leave. You won’t see me again.” Her stomach burned, and she put her hand there.

His head snapped around so fast the plate rattled on the tray and she caught it before it slid off her lap. “Hell no, I don’t want you to leave,” he growled, his eyes angry. “You’re the best damned thing that’s happened to me in six fucking years. The shakeup has been a good thing—for me and for Brady.” He shoved a hand through his hair, then sighed. “Those old wounds run deep, and the unfortunate side-effect is that you’ve dredged them up too.”

“You’re blaming me?” she asked, and his eyes flew to hers.

“No—I’m not blaming you—I’m trying to explain that I don’t want to hurt you or lead you on. A relationship is a complication I can’t afford.”

Melanie shook her head. “Did I say anything about a relationship?” she asked.

“We are heading hell bent for leather right into one, and it scares the hell out of me.” He scrubbed a hand over his face, then motioned it between them. “If it’s not a relationship in the making, what is this?”

“It’s two people getting to know each other without expectations. Friends with benefits, because I’m going back to Texas too, Brock. You don’t have to worry about me pressuring you for more.” Especially now that I know where we stand.

Melanie glanced at the buttery, syrupy pancakes and her stomach rolled. She picked up her coffee cup and let the fiery liquid scald her throat until the cup was empty. Hopefully the caffeine kicked in before she did something stupid in her sleep-drugged haze like tell this man he was ten kinds of fool for letting her walk away. He’d be damned lucky to have her in his life—as fucked up as his life was, she should be the one scared.

She lifted the tray and held it out to him. “I don’t usually eat breakfast, but thank you for cooking.” And I don’t eat it in bed when it’s served to me by a sexy, shirtless man who says he doesn’t want a relationship, but puts condoms on my breakfast tray.

“Eat it,” he said frowning, not making a move to take it from her. “You’re a damned doctor, so you know it’s the most important meal of the day.”

“What time is it?” she asked shortly. “How long have you been up?” Long enough to decide you aren’t worth complicating his life over. Stop it! “Take the tray, Brock—I have to go to the bathroom.” He lifted it from her lap, and Melanie swung her legs over the bed. “We’ve got things to do before I take you to the cabin, so I’m going to get dressed too.”

“I’m not going to the cabin,” he said, as he walked to put the tray on the dresser. “Brady has been worse lately, and I can’t just go off the grid.”

“Take him with you,” Melanie replied, and Brock turned to face her.

“After last night, Lucy is never going to let that happen.”

“Has she let you before? How much one-on-one time does that manipulative bitch let you have with your son?” she asked, knowing what the answer would likely be. “There’s no letting, Brock—you have joint custody and I think that means you get to make decisions about your son too, right?”

“What are you saying you think I should do?” he asked, his brows drawn together. “Kidnap him?”

“I’m saying you should exert your parental right to spend quality time with your son, away from his overbearing mother. Maybe you can talk to him and get a clue about what might be going on with him. Sometimes illness isn’t just a physical thing.”

Brock’s face relaxed, and Melanie’s insides unclenched. “I think I’m going to teach my son to fish this weekend,” he said with a broad smile that lit up his blue eyes as he walked over to pull her into a tight hug.

Melanie inhaled deeply of his scent, enjoyed the feel of the silk-covered steel of his muscles pressed to her face. Committed every feeling she was experiencing at the moment to memory, because in five weeks, that’s all she’d have left of him.


Chapter Fifteen
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Brock held Brady’s hand at the edge of the woods as they watched Melanie get into her car, which was parked beside his SUV at the end of the logging road. They’d driven separately so he’d have transportation in case something happened. She’d hiked with them up the mountain, helped carry their supplies and insisted she could walk out by herself, but Brock insisted they were hiking out with her. There were wild animals out in these woods, and she was unarmed.

Brock had to have a knock-down-drag-out argument with Lucy before she would agree to let Brady come with him. In the end, he told her she didn’t have a choice, and it felt damned good to do that. But she still only agreed after he assured her that Melanie would not be camping with them. Lucy seemed to have a deep-seated hatred for Melanie and that bothered him. When she was jealous, Lucy could be a ruthless bitch as well as being manipulative.

His last attempt at having a casual girlfriend proved that.

Sandra finally told him she just couldn’t deal with Lucy anymore, and unfortunately Brock couldn’t tell her it would get better. Lucy was a manipulative, vindictive bitch, but she was also his kid’s mother—and a relatively good one. No woman was going to put up with her interference in his life, though, so after that Brock saved himself the complications.

It was worth it to keep the peace.

Brock told Melanie to just steer clear of her while he was gone. She’d have plenty to do to keep her occupied between faxing the requests for medical records to the twenty-four doctors they identified by going through all of the boxes of receipts, and taking care of her mother. He felt guilty for dumping on her, but she insisted she had it handled.

Why the hell she was still willing to help him after what he told her this morning, he didn’t know. He felt it only fair to explain himself and to warn her. The last thing he wanted to do was hurt her. She was too good a woman—definitely too good for him.

Brock looked down when Brady tugged his hand. “Daddy, I want to go fishing!” he said, with excitement. “You’re going to teach me, remember?”

“Tomorrow morning, sport, it’s getting dark now,” Brock replied, his insides feeling light at seeing his son’s smile.

“Can we build a fire? Roast weenies and marshmallows then?” he asked, practically dancing now.

“You bet we can,” he replied, grinning when Brady squealed. “But we need to get back to the cabin and gather wood before it gets dark.”

“I can pick up sticks while we walk,” he said dropping Brock’s hand to flit around and grab stray branches.

“Only get the brown ones—the green ones won’t burn,” Brock instructed as he started to walk, but kept an eye on Brady out of his peripheral vision. “And do not under any circumstances get out of my sight, okay?”

“Yes, sir!” Brady said, but stared at the ground seriously as they walked.

It took them twenty minutes to make the half-mile hike back to the cabin because Brock had to stop and corral Brady twice before he got into poison ivy patches, once when he saw a coiled snake and a final time before he fell into a washout. There was so damned much he could get into out here, Brock was going to have to be on high alert. But he also had to remind himself to let him have fun during his first outdoors experience too.

“Okay, you pile those sticks you found over there.” He pointed to the blackened ring in the clearing that was well away from the ramshackle cabin.

Thank goodness he’d brought a tent and sleeping bags in case that was exactly what he found here. According to Melanie, it had been over thirteen years since anyone had been up here, and he believed it. The shack was now a raccoon and varmint haven, and definitely not habitable. The porch was good enough to keep their stuff dry though, in case it rained tonight, which the wet-blanket feel to the air said it might.

But that didn’t matter a damned bit.

He would’ve slept on the ground, in the pouring down rain, to have this kind of peace—naked. Visions of Merry Fox’s still shapely backside as she walked into the woods naked the night he picked her up, brought on a shiver but Brock could definitely appreciate her eccentricities now.

Hell, the way his life had been lately, he wouldn’t mind moving to these woods and living like a mountain man. He could set up a still, make moonshine to sell in town and hunt like his great-great grandfather had done in these Georgia woods.

That kind of simplicity in his life held great appeal.

Stopping at the woodpile, he bent and picked up several logs from the stack of extremely seasoned wood then turned toward the cabin. When he rounded the corner, Brady sat on the edge of the porch digging through his backpack and Brock hustled over there because his shotgun leaned on the post right by his right shoulder. It scared the hell out of him that he’d been so careless, hadn’t even thought to take it with him.

God, he definitely didn’t spend enough alone time with his son. If he did, he would’ve thought about that.

As a cop who’d seen plenty of accidental gunshot wounds in the last six years from parents not securing their weapons, or instructing their kids on proper use, he should’ve remembered! The logs rolled from his arms to the ground and he reached around him to grab the shotgun and crack it open to eject the two shells. His next excursion with his son would be to teach him about gun safety. Maybe a hunting trip.

When his blood finally warmed again, Brock looked down at Brady who was elbow deep in the backpack now.

“Whatcha looking for, sport?” he asked pocketing the shells, and laying the shotgun on the porch.

Brady’s worried eyes met his, but he didn’t pull his arm out of the pack. “I think Mommy forgot to pack my gummies,” he said, his voice slightly frantic. “I don’t want to get sick…I’m having too much fun.”

Anger shot through Brock, bust confusion followed. His son’s words didn’t make a damned bit of sense. What the hell did he think candy had to do with not getting sick?

Does diabetes run in your family?

Brady was evidently confused, he thought, as he reached out to snatch the backpack away from him, and set it on the other side of him. “Let’s talk about that candy, son. All that sugar isn’t good for you. I told your mother that, but she keeps giving them to you, so it’s going to be up to you to just say no thank you. Will you do that, Brady? For me?”

“But they keep me from getting sick, Daddy,” he said, his voice pleading.

Brock huffed a breath and tousled his hair. He was six Brock reminded himself and six-year-olds had a lot of strange notions. He was going to have a stronger talk with the other adult in Brady’s life about this issue when they got back to town. This was going to stop, if it took an argument with Lucy to stop it.

Brock was done playing nice.

“Let’s get that fire going so we can eat supper then make S’mores.” At least Brock and Melanie had found reduced sugar marshmallows, whole grain graham crackers and dark chocolate. That was healthier for him than gelatin, sugar and who knew what else.

“When can we set up the tent?” he asked, his face lighting up.

“Right after I get the fire going,” Brock replied standing. Brady got up and brushed his hands over his butt in imitation of what Brock did.

“I love camping, Daddy. Can we do this again?” Brock’s heart squeezed as he put his arm around his son’s shoulders and walked him toward the fire ring.

“You bet we can—in fact I think we’ll do it from now on at least once a month.” As long as you’re feeling as good as you obviously are right now, the voice in his head added.

Please God, let him feel better more often. Let Melanie figure out what the hell is wrong with him so he can be a normal kid.
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Melanie stabbed the send button on the fax machine to fax the last authorization form to doctor number twenty-four then turned to lean on the desk as it rang. It was nearly six-thirty, so in all likelihood half of the doctors wouldn’t receive the requests until Monday morning, but at least now they had the ball rolling. Hopefully they’d start receiving the files and labs by the end of next week. She had them sent to Brock’s ranch so they wouldn’t end up in Lucy’s hands.

The more she knew about that woman, the more suspicious she got that something was definitely wrong here. She didn’t want to think it, but with twenty-four doctors in six years and a mystery illness, she couldn’t help but have suspicions it involved her son too. Melanie had to be careful there though, because it could be her intense dislike for the woman seeding those thoughts. She needed firm proof before she ever brought those suspicions up to Brock.

She was going back by Dr. Carter’s office to look around for those labs, which were nowhere to be found in Brady’s file, but she’d have to do it in the morning when there was more light. Right now, she needed to stop at her mother’s house for a few minutes to help them get settled for the night, or at least check on them again before she headed out to the ranch to feed Brock’s animals.

After they went shopping for the camping adventure, she and Brock had stopped by her mother’s house around noon. She and Aunt June seemed to be getting along well, told her they didn’t need anything, but Melanie felt guilty for not giving them more attention.

Sunday, she’d go over and spend the whole day there making sure herself they were actually doing okay.

“Hey, Doc—how’s it going?” Rowdy asked as he walked in and hung his cowboy hat on the peg beside the door.

“Just finishing up. Thanks for letting me use the fax,” she replied, pushing off of the desk to gather up the paperwork and shove it into the file folder on the desk.

“I hope you figure out what’s wrong with that kid. Me, I think it’s his damned mother and I told Brock that. That woman is vile,” he said, as he walked to the desk across the room. “She’s always been like that, even in high school. I’m surprised he ever hooked up with her.” Rowdy laughed as he sat behind the desk and kicked back. “I wouldn’t touch that kind of crazy again with a ten-foot pole.”

Melanie’s head whipped up and her eyes met his. “You used to date her?”

“For about a minute, yeah,” he replied, running a hand through his hair. “Until I caught her in several lies and broke up with her. She stalked me like I’d escaped from her basement or something—gave the women I dated hell. It didn’t stop until Brock came back to town and distracted her.”

More proof she had mental issues Melanie thought, feeling sick. Issues that put Munchausen’s by Proxy more firmly in the realm of possible diagnoses. But what was her method of harming her son, of making him sick enough to keep Brock on the hook, but not sick enough to kill him? She needed those medical records and she needed them fast, so she could stop Lucy before she upped her game and possibly hurt Brady permanently, if she hadn’t already.

With the added stressors of Melanie being in town, and Brock’s newly found backbone with her, that could very well happen if this was a case of MBP.


Chapter Sixteen
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Three quick nudges to his shoulder brought Brock awake, and he looked around in the dark, trying to remember where the hell he was. He moved the sharp rock that poked him in the ass that reminded him he slept on the ground in a tent in the woods. He tried to roll on his side and his muscles protested.

“Daddy, let’s go fishin!” Brady whispered urgently, nudging him again. His son’s voice brimmed with alert excitement, like he’d been awake for a while waiting for Brock to wake up—or maybe he hadn’t slept all night waiting for morning to arrive.

The second option was probably correct, because Brady had kept him up way past midnight asking questions about fishing and hunting, making S’mores and hot chocolate when it was eighty degrees outside.

It had been freaking awesome.

Seeing his son happy, excited—not having pain—and making memories with him had been exactly what they both needed. He decided last night that from here on out, Lucy was not running interference between Brock and his son. No matter how busy he got, Brock was going to be directly involved in Brady’s life and problems. Not that he hadn’t tried to be before—but now he was going to insist on being included.

“I need to make coffee first, sport,” Brock croaked, sitting up in his sleeping bag to rub his sandpaper-lined eyes. And drink a pot of it.

“I can go dig worms while you make coffee,” he suggested, his face serious in the pre-dawn glow that filtered through the thin sides of the tent. “Dawn is the best time to catch them, remember?”

Brock stared at Brady a second, then huffed a breath. He could do without coffee this morning. The fish were jumping and he was not going to keep his son waiting to catch them on his first fishing trip. He remembered his own first trip to the lake with his father and he wanted Brady to remember this trip when he was thirty-one-years old too.

“Yeah, you’re right—dawn is prime fishing time and I promised you fish for breakfast,” Brock said as he unzipped his sleeping bag. “You go get our rods, and we’ll dig worms on our hike to the lake.”

Brock closed one eye as Brady’s excited squeal pierced his brain and echoed through the quiet woods outside the tent. The kid scrambled to the flap of the tent, whipped the zipper to the bottom of the track then disappeared through the opening. Brock was a lot slower as he crawled outside the tent to stand and stretch while he watched Brady on the porch of the ramshackle cabin gathering his new fishing equipment and Brock’s rod.

“Want me to get the shovel and bucket too, Daddy?” he yelled, cupping his hands around his mouth like Brock wouldn’t hear him from the twenty-feet or so that separated them.

Everyone in the woods, hell, probably the next town, had to hear him. He’d have to tell Brady about being quiet once they got to the lake, so he didn’t scare off the fish. Brock didn’t know if that was true, but he’d always trusted what his father told him and counted himself a darned good angler himself because of it.

Damn, he missed his mom and dad. Maybe if Brady stayed well, he’d take him to Atlanta to see them soon. He needed to check in on them anyway.

“Yeah, it’s in the other duffle with your clothes,” he yelled back, along with his bag of coffee grounds which he was damned tempted to find and grab a handful to chew.

When he brought Brady and the mountain of stuff Lucy threw together for him back to the ranch, Melanie had to repack for them. Well, she didn’t have to, but she did even though he told her they were fine. She’d said she needed to double check the list they’d made that afternoon anyway to make sure they had everything they needed. She was someone else he missed, and wished like hell he could’ve invited her to spend the weekend with them up here.

But he knew she would’ve refused. She told him implicitly this was time for him and Brady to reconnect—for him to find out where his son was mentally. To find mental peace of his own. Melanie Fox was an amazing woman, and he was damned lucky she’d come back into his life. He just wondered how badly he’d miss her when she went back to Texas in a few weeks. If he was making a mistake by letting himself rely on her, like he was doing.

Before they left to drive here separately, Brock had taken her out to the barn to make sure she was set to feed the animals while he was gone…and to thank her properly without little eyes seeing them. The fact that he didn’t want to stop kissing her and only did because she pushed him away, should tell him something. The other thing that should is that he had a hard time falling asleep last night, even as exhausted as he was, because visions of her laying alone in his bed at the ranch wouldn’t leave his mind.

Brock heard grunts from the porch and looked over to see Brady drag their cooler from the porch, along with a multitude of bags and their fishing rods.

“Okay, I’m ready,” Brady announced, looking up with a grin that popped a dimple in his cheek. The straps of the four bags he carried slipped from his shoulders and they dropped with a dull thud to the ground around him.

“Think you have enough equipment there, sport? Is that cooler gonna be big enough to hold all of your fish?” The rolling cooler, which used to hold their perishable food, was now part of Brady’s fishing inventory.

“I put the food in the duffle bag,” he announced with a chin nod.

“Well, we need to rethink that, because it will go bad and if we don’t catch fish, we won’t have lunch or supper.”

“Oh, we are gonna catch fish,” he announced confidently and Brock bit back a laugh.

“Well, just in case, let’s put that back and grab the stringer,” he said, walking over to grab the handle to roll it back up on the porch.

Twenty minutes later, they’d traveled about a hundred yards from camp, because Brady wanted to stop at every tree with moss and leaves around it to dig for worms. The first had almost provided enough for them to fish for a week. But Brock was having so much fun watching him, he couldn’t say no.

“Gotcha!” he said, giggling as held up a long slimy brown worm like a trophy. He dropped it into the bucket and grabbed the small camping shovel again.

“The sun’s going to be up soon and the fish will go into hiding,” Brock reminded, and Brady looked up at him with wide eyes. He quickly stood and wiped his hands on his filthy jeans, before he put the shovel back into the pack.

“Let’s go then so we can catch breakfast. I’m a little hungry!” Brady said, trying to lift the heavy pack. Brock took it from him and lifted it to his shoulder. Hearing that Brady was hungry was an awesome thing.

Not hearing his stomach was hurting, that he felt nauseated, was even better.

“There’s a power bar in the pocket of your pack. Eat it,” he said, as he grabbed their rods from where they leaned on the tree.

“I wish I had my gummies,” he said with a sigh, as he unzipped the pocket and took out one of the bars Brock had stuffed in there.

“Remember, you’re going to lay off the gummies,” Brock reminded.

“Oh, yeah—I forgot,” Brady replied, as he tore the wrapper off of the snack and took a bite from the corner. “But these taste like cardboard.”

“You’ll get used to them, and they’re a lot better for you. Now, daylight is wasting so let’s get going.”

They walked through the woods then stopped at the lake, and Brock squinted against the morning sun glinting off the surface to look around for the perfect spot. He found a shady little spot on the left bank where there were some tree falls in the water, but not enough that they’d get hung up every five seconds. He led Brady there, and they set down their equipment. Brock reached for Brady’s rod to put a worm on the hook, but he jerked it back.

“No, I want to do it, Daddy,” he said, sounding very grown up.

He was growing up fast, and Brock had lost so damned much time with him. Regrets weren’t getting him anywhere, though. All he could do was focus on making up for that lost time, he thought, as he grabbed his own rod to remove the hook from the eye. Out of the corner of his eye he saw Brady do the same.

Brock bent to sift through the bucket to find a juicy worm, and Brady studied him intently as he sat down and laid the worm on his thigh. He gasped when Brock slapped the worm to make it stop wiggling so he could thread it on his hook. Looking at Brady, he held up the hook and grinned as he spit on the worm.

“That’s kinda gross, Dad,” he said with a giggle.

“That is how your grandpa taught me to do it,” Brock said, as he flipped the bail on his reel, then held the spool to throw his line into the water.

“Grandpa Cooper?” Brady asked, sitting down beside Brock. He dragged the bucket to him and gingerly dug through the dirt.

“Yeah, he’s my daddy, remember?” Brock popped his line closer to the fallen log.

“I don’t remember him much,” Brady replied, and Brock’s insides clenched.

“We’re going to fix that soon. I think you and I are going to take a trip to Atlanta one weekend to go see him and Grandma Cooper.”

He watched as Brady laid a worm on his jeans and slapped him still, before picking him up to poke the hook through his body. Brock fought the urge to help him so he didn’t hook himself, but Brady surprised him when he held the hook up with a proud smile.

When his mouth worked, he puckered then held the worm to the side and spit on it, Brock threw back his head and his laughter echoed through the woods.

“Daddy! Your cork is gone!” Brady shouted, as he danced and pointed at the water.

Brock fumbled to grab his rod but it fell on the ground and streaked toward the water. Before he could get to it, Brady dove on it at the edge of the water and held on tight. After a second, he managed to work up to a sitting position with it in his hand. The rod bent, and his lips pinched as he pulled back.

“That’s it, Brady—now reel!” Brock instructed, feeling the buzz of his excitement. Heart pounding, he scooted over to sit beside him to put an arm around his shoulders in case he couldn’t hold on. “Now use that lever and turn it to reel in the line.” Brady tapped his finger on the lever, and Brady grabbed it, made one turn but stopped when the drag sang as the obviously sizable fish pulled out line as he swam toward the log.

This was going to be a fight the kid would never forget, Brock thought, as he put his hands over Brady’s and pulled back on the line.

It would be a day he would never forget, either. Emotion shot up to his throat making his eyes burn badly. It was the day Brady became his son, the day he became a father.

Because Melanie Fox had opened his eyes, and maybe his heart.


Chapter Seventeen
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“Mom, I can’t treat them!” Melanie finally shouted late Saturday afternoon. Throwing up her hands, she looked back at the living room where seven of her mother’s friends waited to see her. Not just see her—for her to see them!

“Sure you can, honey. Most of them are hypochondriacs, so just give them a prescription for sugar pills and they’ll be happy as clams.” Merry glanced around her, waved at the women in the living room then whispered out of the side of her mouth, “That’s what Dr. Carter used to do.”

“I’m not licensed to practice in Georgia, Mom. I could lose my license.” Not really in an emergency situation, but these women and their imagined aches and pains did not constitute an emergency. And she didn’t have time for this.

She was going to Dr. Carter’s office to look for those lab reports again, not to see patients. The long line at the post office where she’d stood for two hours to send out the bag of gummy bears she’d confiscated from Brady’s backpack to be analyzed at a lab in Atlanta had put her behind. Every person in front of her in line had to shoot the breeze for at least ten minutes with the single mail clerk on duty. It would be dark now in three hours, or too dark to see inside the office since there was no electricity. That meant she’d have to do it tomorrow.

“It’s almost fifty miles to the nearest decent doctor now, and that’s in the snow and ice during the winter. Most of them don’t have a car, because they never needed one. Since Dr. Carter is gone, they have to wait to be driven by their family to doctors in Clayburn or Dillon.”

“I know it’s inconvenient, Mom—but they aren’t sick! You said so yourself!” she whispered hotly.

“Mable is sick. She has gallstones and she gets some kind of pills that she needs, but she’s due for a checkup to refill them. Jane has the shingles and she needs pain medicine and some kind of cream…” Merry glanced into the living room then leaned forward to cup her hands around her mouth. “And Loretta has some kind of female problem. I think it might be crabs or something that she got from that old truck driver she used to see. Not sure penicillin is going to cure that one, if you know what I mean.”

“I can’t write prescriptions in Georgia, Mom,” Melanie said, deep sigh. “I’m only licensed in Texas and California.”

This town had become so reliant on Dr. Carter and the convenience of him being at their disposal twenty-four-seven, they didn’t know what to do now that he was no longer around. Because it was so remote, Sunny Glen did need another local doctor, but it wasn’t going to be her.

Melanie had a job in Texas and that’s where she was going as soon as—hell, her hardheaded mother had gotten a walker from one of those women in the living room, and was using it, so she was mobile now. If Melanie wanted to go back to Texas now she could, and was seriously contemplating it.

But there was her promise to help Brock, and even though her mother was on her feet that didn’t mean she was steady on them, or not in pain. She blew out a breath, and dispelled her frustration with it. The least she could do for this town, as a legacy to Dr. Carter even, was find them another physician to take over his practice. She could call her professors at UCLA and put out feelers for a talented new graduate who might be interested in moving to the boondocks to treat octogenarians and sick kids to get experience.

Considering the condition that office was in, though, anyone who came here from California would most likely head right back out of town. The air-conditioning had been off so long and the humidity so high inside the old Victorian, some of the implements and equipment had rusted. Boxes lined every wall, the file cabinets were full and the supply cabinets empty. Overall, the building was musty and dusty, and the carpet hadn’t been cleaned in years. Not to mention the repair that needed to happen to the carpet in Dr. Carter’s office so someone else didn’t kill themselves on that wrinkle. Namely her.

It would take weeks, if not months, to get things cleaned, sanitized and restocked for a new practice. A medical practice license would have to be obtained by a Georgia licensed physician, and inspections of the office would have to be done to get that license. Too damned much work for the four weeks she had left here. Well, on top of solving Brady’s mysterious medical problem.

Having her Georgia license might help with that too though. She wondered what all would be required and how long that would take. Her last board testing was less than five-years-old and her licenses current and in good standing in Texas and California. Since Sunny Glen was rural and presently without a doctor, maybe it wouldn’t take too long. Ideally, they’d give her an immediate license to practice under emergency circumstances. She added calling the Georgia licensing board to her to-do list for Monday.

Melanie blew out a breath and studied her mother. For a woman who was out of work, she was awfully busy these days. “I’ll see what it takes to get my license to practice here on Monday so I can help find a new doctor to set up a practice here.”

“We want you here,” she replied stubbornly. “They trust you, because they trust me. I’ve told them what a good doctor you are, how well you did in school.”

“Mom you don’t know how good I am, or how well I did in school. I haven’t seen you or been back here for twelve years.”

“Yes, and that better not happen again, young lady.” Merry said, putting her hands on her hips. “All I know is you were a smart child, and now you are a smart woman. Your daddy would be so damned proud of you.” Emotion shot up to clog Melanie’s throat, and her eyes burned. Her mother patted her arm. “Now be smart enough to realize that you belong here, Melanie Ann. We need you here.”

As if that were the end of the discussion, Merry gripped the handles of the walker and made a slow three-point turn to turtle her way back into the living room.

But Melanie didn’t want to be in this small town. She was thirty-years-old and she would have zero social life here. Driving to Mountain Ridge to meet men wouldn’t be any more inconvenient than it was to Dallas. And there were a few men in this town, but not many she’d ever want to date.

Brock’s face floated before her eyes, and she shut them. No, Sheriff Brock Cooper had more issues than Time Magazine and Melanie had read all she needed to read from his words to know the man did not want a relationship with her. Or anyone else for that matter, which soothed her ego a little.

Last night, sleeping in that big king-sized bed without him, rolling in his scent because she couldn’t escape it, imagining his warmth there beside her had been sheer hell. Sunday night couldn’t come fast enough so she could get away from that cozy little ranch before she did something stupid like get too comfortable there and fall in love with it, and with him.

To appease her mother and friends, Melanie spent an hour in the living room listening to their complaints, recommending over the counter meds that would help them temporarily until she could get her license and the office set up for visits.

When she finally pulled up in front of Doc Carter’s office, she looked at the sky and knew she would only have thirty minutes or so before the dark clouds that threatened dumped their buckets of rain down on the town. Once they eclipsed the sun, it would be too dark to work inside. She wondered how Brady and Brock were getting along up at the cabin, if they knew it was about to rain and had appropriate shelter if that turned into a storm.

She gnawed on her lip a second, and her hand hovered on the key but she didn’t turn off the motor. Should she ride back up there to make sure?

They didn’t have rain gear, she knew that for a fact, because she’d packed for them. Brock’s mud boots were on the back porch at the ranch, and hers sat beside them. Hers—the ones he’d bought for Brady at the hardware store that were too big.

That’s where she could go to get Brady a pair that fit and they probably had ponchos too. Would it stop raining by the time she got to the cabin which was over an hour away? She’d been with her mother and aunt all afternoon and knew they were fine, and she could come back here tomorrow when the light was better.

Her heart did a funny little flip in her chest as she released the key, put her hand on the gearshift and slid it into reverse. The roads would be slick on the way, it would be past dark when she got there, and rain would probably be coming down in sheets as she trekked up to the cabin, Lucy would be livid if she found out.

Other excuses came to her too but Melanie ignored them all.

She was going out to the cabin, the place where she’d always been able to find her inner peace. Maybe while she was there, she could figure out if there was a chance in hell that she might want to stay in this town. If she had any reason to stay.


Chapter Eighteen
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Brock stoked the fire with a branch as Brady gathered more sticks to add into the crackling campfire he’d built. The grill and skillet he’d brought sat beside a bottle of oil next to him, along with the floured fish filets from their catch today.

Brady’s almost five-pound catfish supplied most of their dinner. Lord, he’d had to hear about it all afternoon in play-by-play commentary from his son, and it had been music to his ears. Brock’s sides hurt from laughing so much, because every time his cork went under, Brady went into orbit. He caught three more smaller pan fish to round out his day. Brock caught a smaller catfish, and a couple of pan fish too, so they had a nice mess of fish for dinner.

They also had a nice mess to clean up where they’d scaled and skinned them.

Thunder rumbled overhead and Brock looked up to see storm clouds had occluded the moon. It sounded like they were about to get a flash rainstorm and he wasn’t surprised because it had been so hot and humid throughout the day. He just wished he’d have thought to pack their rain gear. Quickly, he put the grill over the fire and set the skillet on top, because if Brady didn’t have his fish for dinner, he would be disappointed.

“Brady that’s enough sticks—I need you to get our fishing equipment up on the porch. Get the trash bags out of the pack because we’re probably going to need them to line the floor of the tent tonight.”

“Yes, sir,” Brady said, snapping a salute that made Brock smile. He darted around the yard gathering their rods and tackle, and Brock focused on getting their dinner cooked. He’d placed two foiled baking potatoes into the fire earlier, and now poured oil into the skillet to fry the fish. It took a few minutes for it to heat, and he stared into the flames wondering what Melanie was doing right now.

She was probably feeding the animals and making sure the barn was secure for the storm. Getting ready to sleep in his bed again. Maybe she was in the shower, he thought, and visual images of her rubbing her hands over her wet, soapy body made his insides as hot as the flames.

Brock sighed, and not for the first time today wished she’d come with them.

But that would’ve been a bad situation all the way around most likely. She had her mother to take care of, and there was Lucy. And he’d enjoyed his alone time with Brady.

He wondered if she’d managed to get all of the medical records requests faxed out Friday evening, and if she needed anything from him. He should’ve put this off until next weekend so he could help her. Brock also wondered how Rowdy was doing at the office, if he’d had many calls. The fact that he hadn’t heard from him at all worried him. Yeah, Rowdy was competent, but that office needed two officers most of the time. He might be pissed off that Brock took off so spur of the moment, dumping everything in his lap. Mayor Morris sure hadn’t been happy about it, but Brock really didn’t care.

Fire me if you don’t like it, Gordon. I’m doing this for your grandson.

Yes, he’d actually said that to the man, and he hadn’t been fired. His leave slip had been signed and Brock walked out of the office without another word. That did not mean he’d have a job when he went back though. Throwing gauntlets like that at Gordon Morris, the King of Sunny Glen, usually didn’t end well.

Brock glanced at Brady, who was digging through the packs on the porch, probably for the garbage bags. Damn, if he lost that job he would be SOL on his mortgage and his child support. He wouldn’t have insurance that at least half paid Brady’s medical bills.

That was probably the only reason Gordon wouldn’t hand him his pink slip. If he fired Brock, his daughter wouldn’t get the hefty payments from him monthly and someone would have to pick up the slack.

No—he was not going to let himself worry about that shit out here.

He was here to clear his mind and regroup, not to worry or obsess over things that hadn’t happened or he couldn’t change.

A water droplet hit the hot grease and the pop made Brock jump. He quickly picked up the tray of fish filets and carefully made rows in the skillet. They sizzled and he prayed they’d cook through before the rain hit. Another fat drop landed on his hair, then slid through his scalp. Three minutes later, the drops were coming quicker and he held the plastic tray over the skillet to keep the water away as he flipped the filets. Two more minutes and they should be done, he thought, as he flinched when a drop hit his forehead to slide down his nose.

“I got the garbage bags, Daddy,” Brady said, running up to stand beside him.

“Pull the sleeping bags out of the tent, cover the floor with the plastic bags then put the sleeping bags back in. That will keep our butts from getting wet tonight,” he said.

“Yeah, ew, I hate it when my butt gets wet,” Brady said with a giggle as he turned toward the tent. Brock did too, that’s why when the rain picked up more, he thought about gathering their stuff up and sleeping with the raccoons in what was left of the cabin. At least there was a floor inside, or parts of one left.

In the struggling fire, Brock leaned closer to the light and could see the filets were golden brown. He quickly used the tongs to remove them and put them on the soggy paper-towel-lined platter to his left, tonged the potatoes from the fire then set the skillet away from the fire to cool or wash itself in the rain.

He grabbed the platter, and ran toward the tent but stopped when he heard a grunt, curse and then clattering in the woods. His heart raced as he ran to the tent, set the platter inside and grabbed his shotgun.

“Get inside the tent, Brady,” he said gruffly.

“I need to put the sleepin—”

“Now—get inside the tent and zip it up,” Brock growled, standing between his son and the woods. He waited until the tent was closed then walked toward the woods where he thought the sound had come from.

Brock knew from experience these old abandoned hunting shacks sometimes attracted vagrants or criminals looking for a place to hide out. Well, this one was taken and he was about to drive that point home—with his shotgun if necessary. Another curse and more rattling had him lifting his shotgun in that direction.

“Show yourself!” he shouted, as he pumped a shell into the chamber. It echoed through the woods but was muffled by the roar of the rain that had just started in earnest. Brock squinted to keep his eye on his sight as water sluiced down his face and into his eyes. He couldn’t see a damned thing because it was pitch black, but he could scare the shit out of whoever was in those woods if he couldn’t shoot them.

“Don’t shoot!” someone shouted, and it sounded like a female. Brock lowered his gun, but didn’t relax as he waited to see who walked out of those woods. Women could be just as dangerous as men sometimes.

Water burned his eyes and he blinked twice when a woman walked out of the woods, because he was either dreaming or she looked a helluva lot like Melanie.

“Hooty?” he asked, and he heard her growl so he knew it was her.

He opened the shotgun and ejected the shell, then snapped it shut as she slipped and slid her way over to him. Pleasure tried to take root in his chest, but he pushed it back to embrace the anger it warred with.

“What the fuck are you doing out here in the woods in a rainstorm?!?” he shouted, as she slid to a stop beside him to grab his arm and steady herself. “Jesus, you could’ve fallen off a ledge into a ravine and drowned! A freaking bear or cougar could’ve eaten you!”

“I’m here so that obviously didn’t happen,” she said flatly. “I was worried about you and Brady out here since you didn’t have rain gear. I brought it with me, but it’s back in the woods where I did trip over a fallen log.”

Brock tossed his shotgun back toward the tent and it landed on one of the sleeping bags that was as soaked as his shirt and jeans. He took her shoulders and she shivered as he ran his hands down her arms which felt like smooth, wet silk under his fingers.

“Are you hurt,” he asked around the knot in his throat.

“No, I’m not hurt, but this probably wasn’t a good idea.” She shivered again, and he pulled her into his chest, which wasn’t any drier than her clothes. “I’ll walk back out as soon as the rain stops some.” As if she’d commanded it, the rain slowed, then stopped as fast as it had started, leaving behind wet blanket humidity.

“I don’t think so,” he mumbled into her hair before he dropped a kiss there. “You’re here, and I’m not letting you go.” He didn’t mention he felt like she’d been there all day as much as he’d thought about her. Or that he was glad she was here, because maybe the gnawing ache of missing her, wanting her here, would go away now.

What in the hell was wrong with him?

He knew—there was no denying it—he felt less alone when she was around. Calmer and more in control of his life. Melanie Fox had become like his ballast in the storm that his life had become for some reason.

“You sure are bossy tonight, Mr. Man. You might want to put that testosterone to work in a more productive way by going back into the woods to get the gear I brought,” she murmured into his wet shirt, and he heard her sniff him.

Brock pushed her away and grinned. “I know I smell like fish, but there’s a reason,” he said with a laugh. “Brady caught a big one today and I skinned and cooked it up for supper.” He held out his arm to her. “Let me escort you to our tent so you can hear all about it. Probably until he falls asleep.”

Melanie pulled him up short before he could unzip the tent.

“How’s he doing?” she asked, and his eyes met hers, and although he couldn’t see her well, he could feel her concern. It was real, and probably the reason she’d driven up here tonight.

“Really well. We had a great day,” Brock whispered, and happiness filled his chest. Today had been the best day he’d had, or Brady had, since he was born.

“No stomach pain? Nausea?” she asked quickly.

“No, he’s eaten like a horse today, and had three power bars for snacks too.”

Better than he’d seen Brady eat in a very long time. Today, he’d been the kid he was supposed to be. Brock took a step forward and she looked up. He fell into her beautiful eyes and put his hand on her face and Melanie blew out a breath.

“That’s good then. Maybe the fresh air is doing him some good. Or maybe it’s the company.” Her skin stretched against his palm and teeth glowed white in the now present moonlight.

Brock stroked her damp cheek with his thumb and she shivered. “Thanks for bringing us here…for suggesting it.” The words were paltry for what she’d done for them—what she was doing for him. God, he’d missed her. His eyes fell to her mouth and she licked her lower lip. His lips sizzled and he would swear the water dripping from the ends of his hair evaporated as he leaned into her and his head descended.

Their lips fused, his insides melted and a feeling of homecoming washed through him when she put her hand on his shoulder and her mouth moved with his. Her small whimper teased his senses and his cock went rock hard as his hand drifted to her ass to pull her closer.

The ripping sound of the zipper being pulled woke him up, and Melanie too evidently because she leapt back from him as Brady stuck his head through the flap. Brock felt like a teenager who’d been caught necking, as Brady looked at him then Melanie and his face lit up.

“Miss Melanie!” he squealed, his cheeks puffed out like a squirrel. “You have to try some of my fish—it’s delicious!” Small bits of fish flew from his mouth as he spat out the words, and Brock laughed. Brady scrambled through the flap and stood up so he could stretch his arms as wide as they’d go. “It was this big!” he said, and Melanie’s jaw dropped comically and her eyes widened. He stretched them wider and a little behind him, poking out his chest. “No—this big!” he corrected.

Brock’s insides quivered as laughter bubbled in his chest. When he couldn’t hold it in anymore he threw back his head and it exploded from him. Melanie giggled, then elbowed him but he heard her laugh too.

“You must’ve caught that granddaddy catfish my daddy had been trying to catch out here for years,” she said, and Brady gasped.

“You think so?” he asked, his eyes wide.

“Yep, he tried to catch it every time we—” Melanie stopped, and Brock’s eyes flew to her face which had fallen. Her lower lip trembled and she bit it. He felt her pain deep inside his chest, and without thinking, he pulled her in for a tight hug. She buried her face in his wet shirt and he rubbed her back until her breath came out in a rush. He pushed her back and looked down into her moist eyes then released her to lean down and hold open the tent flap.

“Let’s eat some of that fish for your daddy,” he said. She smiled and it was like the sun came out in the middle of the darkness inside of him.

“If this little squirrel hasn’t eaten it all,” she said with a laugh, and Brady giggled as she ruffled his hair and ducked inside the tent.

At that moment, Brock gave up the fight. Whether he wanted a relationship or not, it looked like fate had decided he was having one—with Melanie Fox. Because there was some strange cosmic connection going on between them and the thought of her leaving made his damned chest ache.


Chapter Nineteen
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Melanie moaned as she sat cross-legged inside the tent beside Brock and popped the last piece of cold fish into her mouth. The greasy piece seesawed in her throat before finally going down. “Oh my, God, Brady. This is the best fish I’ve ever eaten. You really caught this?” she asked, licking the grease from her fingers.

“Yes, ma’am,” he replied proudly, his teeth flashing in the lantern light.

When he opened his mouth again, she knew it was to recount his story to her again for the sixth time, but his jaw opened wider into a big yawn and his breath came out in a tired, but happy rush when it closed.

“You tired, sport?” Brock asked, casting a hot glance at Melanie that scorched her insides.

“Yes, sir—catching that big fish was hard work!” Brady replied.

“Give me a hug goodnight then, and crawl into Miss Mel’s pup tent and go to sleep. We’ll go fishing again in the morning before we leave, if you’re up to it.”

Melanie bought that tent and sleeping bag for herself at the hardware store, but Brock rearranged the sleeping stations after they rescued her gear from the woods where she’d dropped it when she slipped. They took the damp sleeping bags and gave Brady the dry one in her tent supposedly so he didn’t get chilled. Brady didn’t mind, the prospect of having his own tent had thrilled him.

Whether their bags were damp or not, Melanie didn’t think there was a chance of her getting chilled in this tent tonight. The tent was small and Brock put off body heat like a Coleman stove. That was a good thing, because she only wore one of his spare t-shirts because her clothes were soaked and hanging on the porch rail of the cabin to dry.

Brady scrambled up and duck-walked over to throw his arms around Brock’s neck. He surprised Melanie when he spun to her and did the same. Her insides melted as she held him closer. “Good night, buddy,” she said, as he pulled back.

“Nite, Miss Mel…nite, Dad,” he replied with a smile as he lifted the flap to walk outside.

Melanie gnawed her lip when she heard a coyote howl in the woods. “You think he’s safe over there all alone?”

“He’s five feet away,” Brock replied with a laugh. “The tent zips—he’s safe.” But his chest expanded and he yelled, “Brady, zip that tent up and don’t come out until morning, okay?”

“Yes, sir!” Brady shouted back, and Melanie relaxed.

Brock’s eyes glistened as they swung back to hers. “I can’t thank you enough for suggesting this—for making it happen. Brady was a different kid today.”

Melanie’s heart squeezed and she put her hand on his face. Brock’s sexy beard stubble scraped her palm, sending fire up her arm as he turned his face to kiss her palm. He took her hand, kissed the inside of her wrist then worked his way to her elbow where he dipped his tongue into the sensitive bend and she shivered.

Yes, she was worried about Brady, wanted to see firsthand if there was any change in him. She’d been worried about both of them being out here without rain gear. But the bold and honest truth was she wanted to have sex with him, that’s why she came out here. It was also why she’d added the box of condoms to her list of hastily packed camping supplies.

But another truth just became clear to Melanie, she didn’t want him to have sex with her to thank her for helping him. She didn’t want this to be a thank you fuck for the nerdy little bookworm who was helping him, which would amount in her mind to the same thing as a sympathy fuck, which is what she’d have gotten from him in high school.

Brock leaned in to kiss her shoulder, his hot breath brushed her neck and his mouth touched down there making her mewl. She didn’t want Brock Cooper to fuck her at all—she wanted him to make love to her. Unless he could do that, she didn’t want to have sex with him again. Melanie tapped his shoulder and leaned away.

“Brock, we need to talk first,” she said, scooting toward the back of the tent.”

He sat up and looked at her, his blue eyes dilated pools of need.

“What’s wrong, baby?” he asked with concern.

“I lied. I can’t do friends with benefits with you. I can do it with other men, have done it, but it doesn’t work for me with you. Either this has to have some meaning to it, or I think we should just go to sleep.”

There, she’d said it.

His eyebrows crashed together, but at least she had it off of her chest, speaking of which itched between her breasts. Melanie rubbed the t-shirt against her skin there to scratch. Her skin tingled all over, and that was her problem, because unless Brock told her where he thought this was going, she was not having him scratch her itch tonight.

When he just sat there staring at her, looking a little angry and a lot confused, Melanie huffed a breath.

“I’m not pressuring you, Brock. I’ve just discovered the gratuitous sympathy fuck, which might have worked for me in high school because I wanted you so badly, doesn’t work for me now.” Anger flared brightly in his eyes now, and from the way his jaw worked in the lantern light, it was obvious he wasn’t on the same page with her and that was fine. Well, no it wasn’t fine, but she would deal with it. This new attachment problem was hers, not his. Emotion clogged her throat as she reached back to fold the corner of the joined sleeping bags down. “I’ll still help you, but that first time satisfied my curiosity, so let’s just leave it at that.”

“I don’t have sympathy fucks, Dr. Fox, not back in high school and not now,” he growled, and Melanie’s eyes flew back to his but they were inscrutable. “If I fuck someone there’s always a meaning. I like her, I think she’s special and I want to be with her. I’m a little insulted you think otherwise.”

“Of course there’s meaning—mutual satisfaction—but you didn’t say you don’t have gratuitous sex. Why is that?” Again he sat staring, chewing on the inside of his cheek. Melanie rolled and tucked her legs into the sleeping bag. She wished they weren’t connected now. She was going to have to disconnect a lot more than the sleeping bags from here on out if she was leaving here with her heart intact. She laid back and pulled the top bag over her. “You don’t need to thank me that way.”

“Are you saying you have feelings for me, Melanie?” he growled, and Melanie stopped breathing when he lay on top of the bag, on top of her, trapping her.

God, why did she have to start this conversation? Why hadn’t she just used the same excuse that women had used for all time—she had a headache? Now, she was developing one and he was obviously not going to let her off without an answer.

Damn her mother for tucking that journal into her purse while she was at the house.

She’d found it when she dug through her purse for her wallet at the hardware store and sat there reading it, rehashing all those memories—dredging up the teenage angst she’d felt at not being noticed by this man even though she loved him. Of course the feelings of insecurity, of self-consciousness and low self-esteem had resurfaced with them. The store had almost closed by the time she finished and that was why she was late getting here. A thirty-year-old woman, a doctor no less, crying over that angst in the parking lot of the hardware store was just ridiculous.

She should never have come back to Sunny Glen and she wouldn’t be going through this.

“Let’s just get some sleep, Brock,” she said, closing her eyes, but he pinched her chin and she opened them again.

Something flowed from him to her through his gaze, a connection was formed, silent communication happened and old injuries were soothed. His head lowered and his mouth touched down on hers sweetly, gently and with emotion that seeped into every cell of her body. This was the kiss she’d been waiting for at sixteen, she thought, as it went on and on with gentle nips and sucks on her mouth that sent waves of delicious warmth through her. He finally drew back a little to meet her eyes again.

“Because if that’s what you’re trying to tell me, the feeling is mutual.”

Bolts of lightning zipped through her setting off sparks that short circuited her brain. She had to make sure they hadn’t damaged her auditory nerves too.

“They are?” she asked, her voice raspy.

One corner of his mouth kicked up, the corner that controlled the dimple and her eyes fixed on the dent in his cheek, her tongue tingled to explore it.

“What’s not to love? You’re smart, funny, caring and selfless—I’m a lucky bastard if you care one iota about me, because I’ve done nothing to deserve it.” Melanie inspected his eyes, his expression, rolled his words around in her brain for sincerity. “I’ve been pretty damned stupid. If I’d have used my heart back in high school, instead of my eyes to see you, I could’ve saved myself a lot of trouble and heartache the last fifteen years. If I could go back and give my seventeen-year-old self one piece of advice, it would be that.”

Something broke loose inside of Melanie, a rush of emotion forced her up from the floor of the tent and she scrambled out of the sleeping bag to throw her arms around his neck. Brock laughed as she forced him down onto the sleeping bag, grabbed his face between her hands and kissed him deeply.

This man, those words—the sheer romance of them—Gah. This was the man she’d fantasized about, the man she wanted to make love to her.

Melanie had never been more turned on in her life, her body hummed with need as she slid her hand down his tight abs to rub her palm over his erection. Brock groaned into her mouth, forced his hips against her hand and the need to feel his steely heat against her palm consumed her. Sliding his zipper down the track, she pushed her hand under the band of his underwear and sighed into his mouth as she gripped him.

She gasped when he pushed her off of him, rolled her onto her back and he fisted the material of her thin t-shirt. He sat up and his eyes glittered when he bit his lower lip and yanked hard. The material ripped and he smiled as with another yank, the sides came apart and his eyes were hot blue lasers as they locked on her breasts.

Holy shit, that was hot, she thought, as a tremor rocked her. A man had never ripped her clothes off because he just couldn’t wait the second it would’ve taken to pull the shirt over her head to see her breasts. From the look on Brock’s face, his ragged breathing, and the desperation in his eyes that was exactly his problem.

“You have the most gorgeous breasts I’ve ever seen. Perfect,” he growled, his hand shaking as he reached out to palm her right breast. His thumb raked over her nipple, fire sizzled through Melanie, and she closed her eyes to groan her pleasure long and low in her throat. The sound was trapped there when his left hand covered her mouth. Her eyes flew open and his tight smile made her relax.

“He’s safe, but only five feet away,” Brock reminded, then watched his hand glide down her throat, over her breast to cover the mound. He kneaded both in tandem, studied them in the lantern-light, tested their weight in his palms, then pinched her nipples and Melanie whimpered as darts of pleasurable pain shot through her.

Her muscles contracted as his fingers left her breasts to trace the contours of her waist, and his thumbs dragged down her abdomen. He stopped below her hips, stroked across her pelvis with his thumbs and tension built there. She moaned, lifted her hips for more, but his thumbs hooked into the band of her panties at either hip and she tensed.

“No, Brock—” she hissed, but it was too late.

With a feral grin and one forceful tug, the material came apart in his hands in a sickening and exciting rip, then he yanked what was left of her panties from under her, held her gaze and brought them to his nose to inhale deeply. Melanie could see his excitement as his pupils dilated, his nostrils flared and he breathed in her scent before he tossed the scraps aside to ease down beside her now naked body.

“What am I going to wear out of here tomorrow?” she asked with a laugh.

“Who says I’m letting you leave? I might be like those hillbillies in that movie this county is famous for and just keep you up here all to myself. You won’t need clothes for that, I promise.” As his head lowered to her breast, his hair tickled her overly sensitive skin, his breath scorched her nipple and his dark promise danced inside her skull to spark a delicious fantasy of being held captive here by him, having sex when he demanded it or she needed him.

No worries, no stress, just pleasure. Heaven on earth, but just a fantasy she knew.

That didn’t stop her from indulging it, though, as he sucked her into his mouth, lathed the aching tip of her breast with his raspy tongue, skimmed his other hand down her body across her navel to dip between her thighs and lazily drag his fingers through her wetness.

She thought he’d stop at the throbbing bundle of nerves there, but he pulled his hand away quickly, and she pinched her knees together. His hand reappeared and he released her breast with a soft, wet pop to suck her essence from his fingers.

Melanie’s muscles tensed, her insides clenched and she mewled when he brought the tip of his index finger to her mouth to trace a slow, deliberate circle around her lips with the remnants of her moisture. He dragged his finger down the valley between her breasts then circled each nipple and her body ignited, her flesh quivered and a knot of tension formed in her pelvis.

“So fucking sweet,” he said, his voice full of gravel.

Suddenly, his hand dove into her hair to grip her skull as his other pulled her tightly against him and his mouth swooped in to cover hers, to suck her lips to tease them with his tongue. A gurgling moan built in her throat when his tongue brought her salty essence into her mouth to excite her taste buds.

His hand slid down her thigh to her knee and he jerked her calf up high on his hip. His hot palm branded her ass and his long fingers dipped into her wetness, teased her folds from behind as he devoured her mouth, brought her pleasure up to unbearable levels, but offered no satisfaction. Melanie pressed her hips into him, trying to make contact with his cock to find relief for her aching clit, but his underwear, his rough jeans made it impossible.

“You have too many clothes on—get undressed now!” she growled, sliding her mouth from his to draw in frantic breaths.

“Shhh…” He put a finger over her lips to slice her quick breaths in half, to enflame her more when her scent wafted up her nostrils with each breath.

“Now, Brock,” she hissed, and he laughed as he released her to sit up and shuck his jeans and underwear.

“You’re a bossy little thing aren’t you?” he asked, sitting on his haunches, his thick cock standing at attention between his thighs teasing her.

“Needy—I’m needy, Brock. I need you inside of me,” she grated, lifting up to reach for him, but he grabbed her wrist to stare at her.

She saw in his eyes that he was making a decision of some kind. If that involved not finishing what he started this time, he might not need to worry about making that decision again, because she’d cut his balls off. He didn’t have a condom, that’s what he was thinking about.

“I brought them, they’re in my pack on the porch,” she informed with a huffed breath. She wasn’t going to tell him she was safe or had protection. That didn’t matter, because he just didn’t trust women and she couldn’t blame him after what Lucy did to him.

When he didn’t move, Melanie did. Sitting up, she crawled toward the tent flap, but he grabbed her ankles and pulled her back.

“I’ve been tested and I’m clean,” he announced surprising her. “I haven’t had sex since without one.”

“I told you I have an IUD and I have annual tests, as well as insist on condoms…except with you and I don’t know why.” Yes, she did, because this man made her forget her own name when he touched her. Definitely not healthy in a number of ways, but it was a fact.

Brock studied her a minute longer and Melanie could almost hear the wheels grinding in his head. When his face relaxed, she did too.

“I trust you,” he said finally, and her heart floated up to her throat. Those three words sounded almost as good to her as the other three most women wanted to hear, because she knew they were harder for him to utter.

Melanie crawled to him, shoved his shoulders and he laid back then pulled her to him for a deep kiss she felt at her core, a kiss that spoke to her soul. A kiss that reiterated his words to her from earlier, and just now. He cared about her and trusted her.

The kiss continued until her system was so saturated with emotions her mind couldn’t process them. His body felt like hot silk-covered steel as she rubbed herself against him, ground her hips into his desperately and his cock grew harder against her stomach. His muscles tensed tighter and tighter under her touch, his fingers dug deeper into her ass until their moans combined into a wild crescendo of fraught need.

A tremor rocked him and in a slow roll, Brock reversed their positions and Melanie spread her legs in welcome. Her clit throbbed, and her inner muscles pulsed with the desire clawing at her insides as Brock lifted her calf to his side, positioned himself at her center then a violent tremor shook him as he plunged into her body in one powerful thrust.

Melanie threw her head back and wallowed in the sting, the delicious, victorious stretch and the relief that poured through her. Her inner walls pulsed around his thickness, her muscles trembled, and nothing in the universe had ever felt better.

Brock slid his arm under her to lift her higher as he raised to his knees. His hips shifted back dragging his swollen head though her slick passage, and the incredible friction pulled a long, low moan from her throat as she curled her fingers into her palms.

“Yes—faster, please,” she begged, and he shushed her.

His hips shot forward again, her nails dug into her palms, and she bit her lip to keep the ragged groan from escaping. It traveled back down her body to swirl in her chest as he pulled back again then filled her.

“We need to take this to the woods, because I need to scream,” he growled hoarsely, as he withdrew and grabbed her hand to drag her toward the tent flap.

He wanted to scream? Melanie wanted to howl at the freaking moon, dance naked in it, bathe in all it’s glory. If only her mother knew.


Chapter Twenty
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“Oh, God…Yes, Brock, yesssssssss,” Melanie hissed through her teeth as she arched her back and waves of pleasure rolled through her. His fingers dug into her shoulders and Melanie’s fingers curled into the sheet. “Left side,” she growled, biting down on the pillow case. “Yes, there—oh, my God that’s so good,” she mumbled into the pillow.

“You’re turning me on with all that moaning, baby,” Brock said with a dark laugh, as he curled his fingers into the sheet covering Melanie’s back and she moaned loudly as he dragged it down to her waist. “When’s it going to be my turn?”

“You’ll get your turn,” she grumbled, wanting to roll over and punch him. But then he wouldn’t help her find relief. “It was your idea to go into the woods after Brady went to sleep. Now, scratch!” It was also his fault she ended up naked against a tree in those woods, but Melanie sure couldn’t make herself regret that.

“We had to get the other tent, your sleeping bag and the rain gear anyway, didn’t we?” he replied, straightening his elbows to push the sheet back up to her shoulders. “Besides, you’d already found that patch of poison ivy before you ever walked out of the woods. Your pack and all that gear you dropped was laying right in it. You probably rolled in it when you slipped down.”

In all likelihood she had, but going back there, rolling in the patch again in the dark, cemented the fact she would be covered in poison ivy blisters all over her body four days later. She took a little comfort in the fact that Brock was covered too, because misery definitely loved company in this case. If he wasn’t suffering like she was, she’d probably kill him. His rash was mostly on his chest arms, and neck, but he was still as itchy as she was.

“Get the Calamine lotion and give me another massage, will you?” she asked, wishing she was asking him to get the massage oil, because this scratching business was starting another itch. He said her moaning was turning him on?

Well, the ecstasy of his scratching her itch was doing things for her. Delicious things, that made her want more. That last round had almost made her orgasm. It would’ve been orgasm number ten since Saturday night, and the only one from the poison ivy which broke out yesterday morning.

At this moment though, she’d have to settle for Calamine lotion. And a stiff drink with a Benadryl chaser to numb the insane itching. She had things to do once she was well coated with lotion and sedated.

Brock got out of the bed and padded naked to the bedroom door. Melanie couldn’t help but watch the flex of his tight ass until he disappeared into the hallway to go to the bathroom. When he reappeared in the doorway he held his cell phone in one hand texting with his thumb and the lotion in the other.

His dark frown sent her concern off the charts.

“What’s wrong?” she asked, sitting up in the bed. “Is Brady okay?”

Melanie knew who he was texting without asking. Lucy, who now knew, or suspected she was staying here with Brock. The woman had been texting and calling nonstop since they’d dropped Brady off on Sunday evening. Mel wanted to stay at the ranch while he dropped him off, but both Brock and Brady insisted she ride with them. She imagined the hug the boy gave her before he got out of the SUV didn’t go over well with his mother. If Lucy’s scowl as she watched from the sidewalk was any indication, that was definitely true.

Since then, Brock had been over at her apartment every night because Brady was sick again and asking for him. Melanie couldn’t begrudge him going over there when his son was sick, and Lucy probably knew that. She wondered if Lucy did this shit to Brock when she wasn’t around and it wasn’t related jealousy. If so, that was definitely a red flag the size of Georgia that waved toward MBP.

After seeing the distinct difference in Brady away from Lucy, away from whatever she was doing to him, Melanie knew without a doubt something fishy was going on.

Three envelopes of records all from general practitioners or pediatricians. After two or three visits, the doctors referred him to various specialists: endocrinologists, immunologists, gastroenterologists and finally an allergist so they didn’t contain much information. The records from those specialists, their notes and test results are what she wanted to see.

Every one of the general physicians noted they felt like Lucy wasn’t telling them everything, though, because the symptoms were so systemic and inconsistent. A kid was either sick or he wasn’t, unless something chronic was going on.

The acute onset of his symptoms pointed to something environmental, which is probably why the third doctor sent him to the allergist. The only normal, explainable childhood illness she’d seen documented in any of the files was his last visit to Dr. Carter for a common cold, which his grandmother had brought him into the office for.

All the other notes were visits for unexplained stomach aches, headaches, failure to thrive because he wasn’t eating and was underweight, nosebleeds and various injuries because he’d fallen or bumped into something.

You like gummy bears? No, but Brady eats the hell out of them.

Why in the hell was she so convinced this whole problem was somehow tied to that candy? She paid extra for the lab in Atlanta to rush the results from the bag she’d sent off to be analyzed on Friday. The bag of fifteen or so pieces of candy she’d confiscated from Brady’s backpack when she repacked for him and Brock.

Two more days and she would know for certain what was going on.

By then she should have more of the medical records they’d requested in too. Melanie knew what she’d be doing this coming weekend, and it wouldn’t be camping. Maybe she’d suggest that Brady and Brock go back though. At least that would keep him safely away from his mother, and give Melanie peace to focus on those records.

“Lucy is taking Brady to a pediatric ophthalmologist across the state line in South Carolina. The school called her to come and pick him up because he was complaining everything was blurry.”

Another symptom that pointed toward diabetes. Some of his other symptoms did too, but not all of them. Was she wrong about Munchausen’s? Was Brady just a product of a recessive gene in the family gene pool and she was targeting Lucy because she couldn’t stand her?

It was possible, because Melanie had definitely lost her professional distance in this situation. She was in way too deep with Brock, was beginning to care and worry about Brady like his mother should be doing, and she detested Lucy way too much to be objective.

Brock’s dire tone, the worry in his eyes, ripped Melanie’s heart out because she couldn’t help him at all. Couldn’t tell him things would be okay, because she didn’t know herself, and because she wasn’t state licensed yet she couldn’t order the tests herself to find out. New results would probably come in quicker than waiting on all of the medical records.

Melanie had no idea what labs had been ordered by the other doctors anyway, so more testing might be necessary. She knew what tests she would order, and would as soon as her temporary emergency license was approved. If it was approved. The permanent license could take a month according to the woman at the state board she’d spoken with on Monday after she submitted her applications.

“Do you want to go with her?” she asked.

That would buy her some time to call the licensing board again privately, since she hadn’t told Brock what she’d done yet. It would also give her time to go through Doc Carter’s office to finish the list of what would be needed to reopen.

“She asked me to, but I look like I have leprosy right now,” he replied with a dark laugh, as he shoved a hand with flaky red skin and blisters on the back through his hair. “Her mother is going with her.”

“I need to go to Doc Carter’s office today,” Melanie said. And while I’m there, I’m going to look again for those damned lab reports I know are there somewhere.

She and Dr. Carter thought alike, so she knew he would’ve suspected diabetes too and would’ve ordered a fasting blood sugar. Considering his massive patient file on Brady, she was very surprised the report wasn’t in there. But not so much, since she knew he was always behind on his filing. Before she let Lucy off of the hook, Melanie wanted to see those labs or order her own.

“Again?” Brock groaned, plopping down on the edge of the bed, looking a little put out.

She knew he wanted to spend the last days of his vacation before he went back to work on Monday having sex like they’d been doing non-stop since Saturday night, and she’d be on board with that if she wasn’t covered in blisters—and running out of time.

This was week three that she’d been back in Sunny Glen, and her mother went back to the orthopedist next week to get a walking cast put on, even though she was already walking against his advice. Aunt June was threatening to soak her cast off, and Melanie told her it didn’t work like that with fiberglass casts and she’d be very sorry if she got it wet. Those two were a handful and would probably be the same in twenty-five years when they were eighty.

If the doctor put her in a walking cast, or even a rehab brace, there would be no need for Melanie to hang around. There wasn’t really a need now.

“Yeah, I have some things to do, and someone is meeting me there.” The technician from the electric company and the water man to turn on the utilities. Then she had two phone interviews with residents who might be interested in the practice.

“That’s every day this week. You better watch out or the residents of Sunny Glen might think you’re setting up shop.”

Melanie’s eyes flew to his, because it almost sounded like his statement contained a question, hope of some kind, and his eyes and smile confirmed it.

She couldn’t laugh it off, that would be dishonest. “I am in a way,” she replied, and his face flashed surprise. “Sunny Glen needs a doctor so I’m getting Dr. Carter’s office in shape, and I sent out feelers to UCLA to see if I can find a new doctor to set up a practice.”

He twisted and his hands shot out to grip her shoulders. “Why don’t you take it over?” he said, as if that wasn’t something that ever crossed her mind. “Stay in Sunny Glen, Melanie, the town needs you—the people know you.”

But you haven’t said you need me.

Whether the people of Sunny Glen needed her or not, without that kind of sign from him, she couldn’t stay here. Seeing him and Brady every day would be a living hell, and putting up with Lucy who would always be between them because of Brady would make it worse.

Melanie wasn’t about to set herself up for that fall. She’d already fallen far enough in love with this man and his son that it was going to be very painful to leave them. It would be even more painful to stay without being in his life, or worse being only his undercover lover. The sex with Brock was off the charts good, but not worth her dignity or self-respect.

No things were getting too complicated in this town, and like Brock, she wanted to keep her life uncomplicated.

“I can’t do that, Brock. I have a contract with the hospital and it doesn’t expire for another year, but I promise I’ll find someone good before I leave.”

The light left his eyes, and he sighed as his hands fell from her shoulders. “I think you’re making a mistake, but I understand.”

And there it was. When he got up and walked out of the bedroom without another word, she had confirmation she’d made the right decision.


Chapter Twenty-One
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Melanie stood and stopped to swipe the back of her hand over her forehead to think. When she worked for Dr. Carter he’d always kept his unfiled lab reports in the credenza behind his desk, but they weren’t there. The bookshelves on either side were empty, so his medical books must be packed up and in the storage room which she hadn’t tackled yet. But she hadn’t checked the cabinets underneath to see if they were empty too.

With a huffed breath, she knelt in front of the glass-fronted bookcase to the left of the desk and grabbed the knobs to open the cabinet door. Something on the floor in the narrow space between the credenza and bookcase caught her attention so she released the knobs. She couldn’t fit her hand between the two pieces of furniture, so she crawled to the front of the credenza and peeped underneath, fighting back a cough from the musty odor of the carpet.

Near the back wall, lay Dr. Carter’s dictation recorder. She knew that’s what it was because when she worked here she’d transcribed many of those tapes since he didn’t use a computer or know how to type. That’s where half of her medical knowledge came from.

She flattened her body and stretched her arm under the credenza, but her arm was about three inches too short to reach it. Sitting back up, she looked around for something to use to sweep it out. Sweep—the broom was in the outer office in the closet and would work she thought, pushing up to her feet.

When Melanie walked into the front office a chill swept through her all the way to her toes, raising the hair on her neck. Suddenly, she felt like she was being watched, and the hair on her arms raised too. Electricity or not, maybe working alone here so late at night wasn’t a good idea after all, she thought, as she walked swiftly toward the broom closet, opened it and reached for the broom. Her eyes fell on the dustpan on the floor, but what really got her interest was the heaping box of yellow-part report copies that sat beside it. Bingo, baby.

Excitement shot through her as she opened the door wider and grabbed the edge of the heavy box to pull it from the closet. She might be on a wild goose chase that would keep her here all night looking through these reports for nothing, but it was a chance she’d take. She tugged the box backwards in forceful jerks toward Dr. Carter’s office, and just as she cleared the doorway, she heard the front door creak open and froze.

Adrenaline and more than a little fear shot through her as she thought about what she could use to defend herself here. Nothing—there was nothing here to protect herself. She needed to buy her mother a shotgun like she told her she would before she left, so Melanie put that on her to-do list for tomorrow. But that didn’t help her tonight with whomever had just come into the office at nearly midnight. Letting go of the box, she flattened her back against the wall beside the door, her heart pounding.

“Melanie?” Brock called from the outer office, and her breath came out on a rush as she pushed off the wall and stepped into the doorway.

“What are you doing here?” she asked, putting a hand to her pounding heart.

“I saw the lights on and figured you were still here.” He held the Styrofoam box in his hand out to her. “I picked up some dinner for you at the diner earlier, and it’s probably cold but I thought I’d drop it off.”

“At midnight?” she asked, as she walked toward him to take the box. She hadn’t eaten, but this was too strange.

He huffed a breath and his shoulders slumped. “I had to go over to Lucy’s tonight. Brady had a bad day at school. I guess the kids are picking on him about his new glasses.”

“Had to?” Melanie asked, setting the box on the only table in the outer room.

“She called, so I went,” Brock replied with a shrug.

“She calls and you always go,” Melanie replied trying to keep her tone even as she crossed her arms over her chest. “That could be part of the problem. Have you ever thought that this might be a ploy for her to get your attention?” And so might your son’s illness if I’m right. “Did you happen to get any mail for me today at the ranch?” The results from the lab in Atlanta were supposed to come in, but she’d been so busy she hadn’t had time to call Brock or drive out to the ranch to check.

“I did and more medical records came in too. That’s another reason I stopped by,” he replied as he reached behind him, pulled a white envelope from his pocket and handed it to her. “I’ll go get the records. Be right back,” he said and turned toward the door.

Of course that would be the only reason he’d stopped by to see her since Sunday. He’d dropped off records he’d received on Tuesday to her mother’s house, but hadn’t even said hello. He handed them to Merry on the front porch to give to her then drove away.

Melanie ripped off the end of the envelope and slid the papers out then unfolded them and read the top sheet. She scanned the ingredients for toxic substances and her heart dropped when she reached the bottom of the list and found none. But then she scanned the summary below the ingredients and her heart stopped, and her mind whirled as she ticked off Brady’s recurring symptoms. Nausea, vomiting and stomach pain, vision problems and clumsiness, muscle weakness, bleeding problems, skin flushing, listlessness.

“What’s wrong,” Brock demanded as he walked back in with a stack of manila envelopes then leaned over her shoulder to look at the papers.

“You know those gummy bears Brady is always eating?” she asked.

“Yeah, I think he’s cutting back on them. We had a talk when we went camping and I told him all that candy wasn’t good for him.”

“Those aren’t candy, Brock,” she said, her heart in her throat.

“They’re not? What are they then?” he asked as he walked across the room to set the envelopes down beside the Styrofoam box.

“I sent them to a lab in Atlanta to be analyzed and they are multi-vitamins. The reason Brady is so sick is he has hypervitaminosis.”

“What the fuck is that?” Brock growled, as he spun around strode back to her and snatched the papers from her fingers to look them over himself.

“It’s vitamin poisoning, Brock. Lucy is poisoning Brady by giving them to him like candy. Thank God they weren’t the ones with iron or his liver could be toast! He could still have lasting effects from it for years—nerve damage and all kinds of other things. She could’ve killed him—eventually would have!”

Brock’s body jerked and his eyes snapped to hers. “Are you accusing her of intentionally making him sick?!?” he shouted, and Melanie flinched.

Melanie had wanted solid proof of that before she broached this with him. All she had proof of from these test results was that was what was making Brady sick. She really had nothing that said Lucy was doing it intentionally or that this was a case of MBP.

Melanie dragged her eyes away to look at the wall across the room. “I’m just saying Brady is sick from ingesting megadoses—overdoses of vitamins on a daily basis and since she’s been giving them to him, I’d suggest you find out why.” While I look for more proof that she’s doing it on purpose.

Brock grabbed her shoulders. “Look at me, Melanie. You think she’s doing this to make him sick don’t you?” he demanded. “Why do you think that?”

“Have you ever heard of Munchausen’s by Proxy Syndrome?” she asked meeting his eyes, and Brock’s frown deepened.

“No, I’ve never heard of it. Is that something else he has?” he asked, swallowing hard.

“No, it’s something Lucy has most likely. It’s a mental illness, a behavioral disorder, where mothers or caregivers either make up fake illnesses, or cause real sickness in their children to get attention. It’s a form of child abuse. I think she’s doing it to get your attention.”

“You think? You have no proof of that,” Brock said defensively as he started to pace. “That’s a heavy accusation to throw around without proof.”

“I know it is, and that’s why I haven’t told you my suspicions before. I wanted to get that proof before I brought it up. I didn’t intend on you being here when I got those test results,” Melanie replied calmly, and he stopped pacing to face her, his face angry.

“Lucy is a good mother—she cares about Brady and is as worried as I am about him being sick, why else would she take him to every doctor under the sun to try and help him? I don’t believe you!” he grated, then scrubbed a hand over his face.

“Those calls you get every night from her, all the doctors she’s taking him to, the fact that she’s giving him those vitamins like candy—those are all signs, Brock—big red flags. That’s attention-seeking behavior and it points to Munchausen’s. She’s getting your full attention, and the doctors’ too and you’re giving her exactly what she wants.”

He strode to her, grabbed her shoulders and his fingers dug in. “I can buy the vitamin overdose diagnosis—it makes sense and I will make damned sure he never takes another one. It’s a relief to finally know what’s wrong with him. But without proof of any kind, you just automatically leap to the conclusion that Lucy is doing it on purpose—that it’s abuse?”

“I’ve seen it in case studies a million times, and vitamins are a common device with the disorder when a child is involved. I’m not leaping, Brock, I’m stepping toward that conclusion and you should consider it.” But you won’t, because your eyes are fixed on a tree so you can’t see the forest. Melanie kept her eyes fixed on the wall as he released her shoulders and stepped back.

“Are you doing this because you’re jealous, Melanie?” he asked, and she lost her breath as her eyes flew to meet his. “Or maybe paying her back for how she treated you in high school? If so, that’s pretty damned childish and maybe you’re the one who needs help.”

Melanie’s entire body went numb as she stared into Brock’s eyes—he was serious. At that moment, her heart shattered into a million pieces and the shards tore gaping wounds throughout her insides.

“I can’t believe you just said that,” she whispered, her lower lip trembling.

“I can’t help but think it since you’re basing your diagnosis on her calling me when my son is sick, and me running there when she calls. Brady is my son, so of course I’ll go when he needs me. Lucy is there, yes, but she knows I’m only there for him. That is a caring mother, Melanie—not an abuser.”

“I’ve told you what I know, Brock. I’m done, so you’ll have to figure out the rest.” Melanie crossed her shaking arms over her waist to hold herself together, because she was not letting the emotional shitstorm raging inside her loose in front of this man. She’d fall apart after he left. “But I have to warn you if I find evidence that she is doing it on purpose, I’ll have to report that to the state by law. Child Protective Services will investigate everyone close to him, and you could lose him if they find that you knew about it, or suspected it, and didn’t do something.”

“Are you threatening me, Melanie Fox!?!” he shouted, and she flinched.

“No, I’m stating facts. And just so you know, I’ll be leaving at the end of next week so you don’t have to worry about this jealous female bothering you again. I’ll leave all of Brady’s records at my mother’s house so you can pick them up there after I’m gone.”

If Melanie had to work twenty-four hours a day until then to get this office ready for the new doctor who was arriving next month, that’s what she would do. Because as of next Friday at five o’clock—she was checking out of this godforsaken town—forever.


Chapter Twenty-Two
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“I swear I had no idea they were hurting him, Brock. I thought I was boosting his immune system to help him feel better. I can’t believe you’d even think such a thing,” Lucy replied, her blue eyes filling. “Melanie Fox doesn’t like me, so I’m not surprised she suggested that, but you believing it?” A single fat tear slid over her lower lid and she dabbed it near the corner of her mouth with a tissue, then sucked in a shuddering breath.

Brock studied her flushed face for signs of deception, but found none. No muscle tics, she was holding his gaze head on, and she seemed to be genuinely traumatized by his questions.

“I didn’t believe it,” Brock replied with a huffed breath. “I told her you were a good mother and that she was way off base. I had to ask, though, because if I didn’t and something happened, I’d never forgive myself.”

“I’m thankful that she figured out what was wrong with Brady, but pretty upset she is being so mean and hurtful. I’m also upset that you’re seeing her if she has that opinion, because she could mention it around Brady.”

It was Brock’s turn to drag his eyes down to his hands. He twisted his fingers, fought through the incredible burning pain in his chest then swallowed hard.

“I’m not seeing her. She’s leaving on Friday, so you don’t have to worry. I won’t bring Brady around her before she leaves.”

Because I won’t be seeing her before then either, or ever again for that matter.

Brock had nothing but time to think since she walked out on him Sunday night. After the endorphin fog cleared, the euphoric haze she brought with her faded—he figured out there was no way he could hurt as bad as he was, miss a woman so much, without loving her. And yes, maybe he was an imbecile for not figuring that out sooner, but he’d never been in love before or had those kind of feelings for a woman.

He knew he couldn’t say all that to her though or he would appear off balance. They’d only known each other again for a few very hot weeks. Last night when he’d gone to the office, he just planned to ask her to stay so they could figure it out, because other than when they were having wild ass monkey sex in the woods, Melanie had remained cool, calm and detached.

And damned confusing.

First, she said she didn’t want a relationship with him other than friendly sex, then she said she couldn’t do friends with benefits with him which made him think she wanted more. He gave her more, showed her he wanted more too, then without explanation, she told him she was leaving town. None of that mattered now, though.

Going to the office last night to talk to her had opened his eyes to the fact she hadn’t changed a bit. Thank goodness she’d saved him from embarrassing himself by revealing that fact before he could tell her how much he’d missed her and wanted her to stay.

The very short chapter in his life that included Melanie Fox was now over and he’d been stupid to ever think things might ever work out between them. He should never have gotten involved with her. They were too different, and her attitude entirely too superior, just like it had been in high school, which was half the reason she drew so much fire from the other kids.

Melanie Fox had always thought she was smarter—better—than the people in this town and she was dead wrong.

“Just so you’re not hit cold if they show up, she also said she may send her findings to Child Protective Services,” Brock said, and Lucy gasped. His eyes flew to hers, and he saw genuine fear there, terror even. “I’ll try to run interference, so don’t worry. I’m the sheriff in this town so I know people at that agency too.”

Lucy exhaled and her body wilted in the chair. “Thank you, Brock. I just need to be able to focus on getting Brady better. I’ll make an appointment with that nice general practitioner I found in Mountain Ridge on Monday to get him checked out and make sure there’s no permanent damage.” She dragged her eyes down to the table. “I’m so sorry for being stupid and putting you both through this.”

Brock reached out and covered her hand with his and a fine tremor shook Lucy. Her emotions had to be as raw as his right now, and he was sure guilt was at the top of the pile. He knew it was with him for not checking those gummy bears sooner himself.

“You didn’t know, and Brady will be fine now.” He picked his hat up off of the table and stood. “Just don’t give him any more of those vitamins, or candy.”

Lucy looked up at him and smiled. “I won’t give him any more gummies, I promise. Thank you for being so good to us, Brock. You’re a good father.”

“And you are a good mother, Lucy. Remember that,” he said, then slapped his hat on his head as he turned toward the front door.

“Brock?” Lucy said as he grabbed the knob, and he turned back. “You know Brady really enjoyed his camping trip with you, and I enjoyed the break. Why don’t you take him up there today and stay until Sunday? I have a few things to do later and I’d get them done faster if he wasn’t with me.”

Relief washed through him, and right now Brock couldn’t think of anything he’d rather be doing. “That sounds like a great idea. I’ll pick him up from your mother’s and we’ll head out. Have a good weekend, Lucy.”

“Oh, I will,” she said as he walked out and shut the door.

[image: *]*

Melanie made one more sweep under the credenza with the broom handle and the recorder finally slid close enough that she could reach it. Her hand closed around it, but before she pulled back she saw something else in the far dark corner under the credenza.

It looked to be the gray marble frame that Dr. Carter had used to frame his distinguished service award from the Georgia Medical Association. She glanced up at the wall where it used to hang and there was a discoloration there in the shape of the frame, but no award.

She crawled there on her belly and used the broom handle to try and nudge it toward her, but it didn’t budge. She’d get it later, because right now she wanted to see what was in the briefcase she found in his bottom desk drawer.

After spending all day going through that box of lab reports and finding nothing that pertained to Brady Cooper, Melanie was glad to have something else to focus on. Finding that key in his center lap drawer had been totally accidental because it had been wedged into the back corner and buried by candy wrappers, various extra medical supplies and sundry other things. The drawer was so full it took a few tries to get it open.

Inhaling as she got up, Melanie sucked in a lungful of dust and sneezed loudly as she stood with the recorder in her hand. Her eyes watered as she pushed the play button, but nothing happened, so she beat it against her palm a few times and tried again. Still nothing—which meant the batteries were probably dead. She walked into the outer office and toward the supply cabinet to see if she could find more. As soon as she reached the center of the room she got that being watched feeling again and her eyes locked on the bank of windows on the left side of the room. One by one she inspected them, but saw nothing except pitch blackness.

It was almost midnight again, so she should probably head home, but she knew the only thing waiting for her there would be more junk food she didn’t need while locked up in her room having a cryfest, or a lecture from her mother if she was still up. The one last night after midnight, and the second this morning while they ate breakfast, had been enough.

Melanie was not changing her mind about staying in this town, no matter how much her mother begged, cajoled or tried to guilt her into doing it. They’re your people, Melanie Ann. They need you, so how can you leave them—leave me? I’m getting old and I really need you around.

Old enough to go out into the woods naked to meet your lover. Yeah, Aunt June had slipped up and told Melanie that her mother wasn’t only going into the woods to moon bathe, she was meeting someone out there. A man who’d been her undercover lover for years.

That’s why June didn’t go with her.

If Melanie hung around this town, kept up with Brock Cooper, not that she would after the way he treated her last night, that would be her in thirty years or so. The thought made her shiver. Or maybe it could be the sudden cold wind that whipped around her shoulders and face. It left a tingly sensation behind on her skin and she shivered again.

Yeah, this old office had started to give her the creeps now. She’d be glad when this was over so she could go back to her simple life in Texas.

Melanie walked to the cabinet and opened the doors, then pushed things around until she located an opened pack of batteries. There were only two in the pack and she knew the recorder took three, so she kept looking. A stray rolled out of the corner of the cabinet when she moved a ream of paper and she smiled as she tiptoed to grab it. On the way back to the office, she replaced the batteries and threw the old ones in the trashcan in the lobby, then walked inside to sit behind the desk.

Placing the recorder beside the briefcase, she pressed the play button and smiled as Doctor Carter’s deep voice filled the office, just as it should. Hearing his voice was like a balm to her soul and peace settled inside of her as she opened the clasps on the leather case and threw back the flap. Flipping through the folders, she stopped when she saw one labeled Cooper and pulled it out, hoping it was for Brady and not Brock. When she unwound the tie close and reached inside she figured out why it was so thick. A manila mailing envelope was stuffed inside the folder. When she pulled it out, two yellow lab reports slid out with it and she spread all of it out on the desk in front of her.

Her eyes snagged on the mailing label on the envelope and her heart stopped. In Dr. Carter’s precise block print, which was odd for a physician, was written Georgia Department of Family and Child Services—Child Protective Services.

Melanie’s hand shook as she turned the envelope over and used the letter opener on the desk to unseal the flap. It shook more when she slid the contents out and spread them out before her. He must’ve gotten a new assistant after she left, because the letter on top was typed.

Dr. Carter’s voice droned in her ear dictating case notes for various patients as Melanie read through the letter and reviewed the supporting documents. When the picture came clear in her mind it was reinforced by Dr. Carter’s voice on the recorder.

Come in Ms. Morris—there’s something I need to talk to you about. Followed by Lucy Morris’s answer. Make this quick old man, I don’t have time for more of your senile foolishness today.

“I don’t have time for your foolishness either,” the same voice said, and Melanie’s eyes whipped up to meet the cold, hard, and she knew now certifiably crazy, stare of Lucy Morris. In the tall blonde woman’s hand was something even colder and harder—a mean looking pistol that looked a lot like the one Brock carried.


Chapter Twenty-Three
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Melanie stood, placed her hands on the desk. The cold steel of the letter opener pressed against her palm giving her little comfort she would get out of this situation alive. It was midnight, and the odds of someone in this town being awake to hear a scream for help at this hour were slim. She was on her own, and her options were few.

“What are you doing here, Lucy?” she asked, as if she didn’t see the gun.

“Don’t play dumb now, Hooty—you know exactly why I’m here. Brock told me what you planned to do and I’m here to stop you.”

“I gave you a chance, Lucy. The benefit of the doubt where you’re concerned is over.” Dr. Carter’s agitated voice drew Melanie’s attention to the recorder which was still running.

“You did that second blood test behind my back. I didn’t authorize it!”

“Your mother authorized it when she brought Brady in for a cold,” he countered. “I have a signed authorization.”

“You tricked her!” Lucy screamed manically. “She didn’t know what she was signing.”

“That’s irrelevant, Lucy—you’re going to kill your son if you’re not stopped. I told you during the previous visit that he had vitamin toxicity. I believed you when you said it was an accident, that he got into them behind your back and when you swore you’d hide them from him. I know better now. Admit what you’re doing and save us both some time.”

“I’m not admitting anything—and I’m getting an attorney. He’ll sue your pants—”

“You’re probably going to need one,” Dr. Carter replied, cutting her off. “Brady confirmed my suspicions during our visit, and the second set of labs backed it up. It’s all the proof I need to send this to Child Protective Services. I’m notifying Brock this afternoon.”

“You’re not notifying anyone of anything,” she growled fiercely, before something heavy hit the wall and things clattered.

“Get out of my—” Dr. Carter grunted, there were sounds of a violent struggle, then a moan and two dull thuds. Lucy’s heavy breathing could be heard on the tape, then more gentle bumps, shuffles and finally silence.

Melanie hadn’t realized she’d been holding her breath until it came out in a whoosh as her eyes swung to Lucy.

“You killed him!?!” she screamed incredulously, feeling like she wanted to vomit. Her heart pounded at her throat as she wrapped her fist around the letter opener and moved to the corner of the desk.

“I wouldn’t try it,” Lucy warned, tensing as she lifted the pistol an inch. “You stay right there and put all that stuff into that satchel and I might let you live a few more minutes.”

Melanie needed to buy time anyway to figure out how she was going to get close enough to put the letter opener between that bitch’s ribs. Lucy might have the upper hand at the moment, but Melanie had the advantage of brains. That bitch was so stupid, she came to kill her in the middle of a quiet town at night, and actually thought nobody would see or hear her. Melanie’s mother couldn’t even sneak naked into the woods in her own neighborhood without being seen.

There was no way she’d get away with this. But Melanie wouldn’t have to worry about that then, because she’d be dead.

Where in the hell was Mr. Big Badass Lawman when she actually needed him?

“Where’s Brady,” Melanie asked, hoping to distract her as she stepped behind the desk again and shoved her hand and the letter opener into the pocket of her jeans.

The recorder had stopped so she picked it up first. That was the smoking gun that would assure she was at least convicted of trying to harm her son. She stood the briefcase up and shoved her hand inside, but clicked the release and thumbed out the small tape. Palming it she brought her hand back out and laid it beside the briefcase out of sight as she picked up the envelope and the paperwork.

“He’s with Brock in the woods. Don’t you wish you were there with them?” Lucy asked, then threw her head back to laugh. Melanie snatched the tape up and quickly shoved her hand into her pocket then pulled it out as Lucy’s eyes fixed on her again. “If you’d have minded your own business you might be, so I’m so glad you didn’t. Because now I’ll be there fucking that delicious man all night long up on that mountain for my alibi.” When she licked her lips and moaned, anger shot through Melanie and she snatched up the papers to stuff them into the envelope.

“You’re a crazy loser and he doesn’t want anything to do with you,” Melanie mumbled, as she shoved the envelope into the briefcase.

“Whooo-s the loser, Hooty?” Lucy asked in a sing-song tone. “Not me, because in just a few minutes, you’ll be dead. Now, hurry up!”

Melanie took her time gathering the other things on the desk but her time was finally up. With a huffed breath, she closed the flap and looked back at Lucy.

With a head nod, she said, “Bring it to me and drop it right there.”

You got it bitch, I’m bringing it right to your door, Melanie thought, as she put her right hand into her pocket and picked up the heavy briefcase.
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Brock was exhausted when he finally hit the main road into town. Most of his exhaustion was mental from replaying the damned argument with Melanie that he hadn’t been able to get out of his head since it happened. He thought he could forget up there, clear his head like the last time, but it was dull, lifeless place now without a scrap of joy, just like his life had been before she came back to town. Everywhere he looked she was there, but she wasn’t.

It was almost like she haunted the place now—haunted him.

To make matters worse, Brady got sick as soon as they set up camp, so Brock just gave up and headed back to town. He had to stop twice during the drive back to let him get sick on the side of the road, so it’s a good thing they left. He was even considering taking him to the emergency room because he looked that ill right now curled in a ball in the passenger’s seat.

Thankfully, he’d gone to sleep.

Brady swore he hadn’t eaten any gummy bears today, but it could be the lingering effects from the vitamins. He had a slight fever this time, though, and had never had that before so he was damned worried about him. He wondered if he could just stop by Melanie’s mother’s house and she could take a quick look at him?

She’d probably tell him to go fuck himself, and Brock couldn’t blame her.

He’d said things he shouldn’t have—things she definitely didn’t deserve because she’d tried to help him. Melanie said what she said because she cared about Brady, about him, not because she was trying to get even with anyone. Even if Lucy had been relatively calm the last week, she had been off-center around Melanie since she’d been back. Brock could see where Mel could jump to those conclusions about her—especially given her justifiable dislike from the past.

If anything, Lucy was the one who was jealous of her, not the other way around. She had every right to be, because Melanie Fox had grown up to be a pretty damned spectacular woman, and not only because she was beautiful. Her beauty was on the inside too, and that had to chap Lucy’s ass bad.

Maybe Melanie was cooled off now and he could apologize, explain that he’d talked to Lucy and things were fine, that it was not intentional. She probably wouldn’t forgive him, but at least he’d have it off his chest. There was so much on his chest these days, it was getting harder and harder to breathe.

As if on auto-pilot, his SUV hung a left onto Porter Street and his insides clenched. He slowly made his way past the well-tended bungalow style homes until he got to the end of the street. When Melanie’s car wasn’t in her mother’s driveway, and the house was dark, Brock’s stomach rolled as he glanced at his dash clock and saw it was almost one o’clock in the morning.

Where would she be at this time of night? Had she left early? Had she had enough of him and this town and just headed back to Texas already?

Emotion shot up to his throat and fear gripped him as he swung into the driveway to turn around. The only other place she could be would be Dr. Carter’s office on the other end of town.

But at one o’clock in the morning?

She’d been there at almost midnight last night, so it was possible. It looked like she was working damned hard to rid herself of this town again. He hoped he might be able to change her mind. This time he was going to find the right thing to say to her. I think I love you, and need you to stay so we can figure this out.

Please let her be there.


Chapter Twenty-Four
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Brock drove past the station and saw Rowdy’s SUV parked on the side of the building, but he didn’t stop. God, he’d be so glad when the day came that he never had to put that badge on again and work there. Rowdy seemed to like it, but Brock fucking hated that job.

The only part of the job he liked was trying to make a difference. He just wished he felt like he accomplished that more often. The stoplight project still hadn’t been approved by the mayor even though he grudgingly acknowledged the need. Most of the time his job as sheriff only involved playing referee, adult babysitter and peacemaker, which was definitely not his cup of tea.

Brock had enough problems of his own.

When he neared the old Victorian and saw the lights shining through the window and Melanie’s car parked out front, extreme relief washed through him as he whipped into a parking space. He leaned over to nudge Brady, but stopped when he saw the nose of a gold van parked at the side of the building in the shadows.

Lucy’s van, he thought, and brows knotted. There were zero reasons he could think of as to why she’d be here at this time of night other than to cause Melanie trouble. She could even do that during the day, so she had to have another purpose in mind for picking one o’clock in the morning to confront her. That purpose couldn’t be anything good, he thought, and fear turned his blood to ice water in his veins.

Instead of waking Brady, he quietly opened the latch on the glovebox to pull out his pistol but his blood froze solid when it wasn’t there. He’d put it in there on Friday with his badge that was still inside, which made him even more afraid. Brock had driven Lucy to her parent’s house on Saturday morning to drop off Brady so they could go back to her apartment and talk. He’d stopped to get gas on the way, so she’d had the opportunity.

But would she do that? Why? Because you told her the reason you needed to talk to her on the phone before you picked them up and Melanie was right!

Blinding anger and more fear than he’d ever felt in his life mixed into a toxic stew to burn his stomach as Brock reached into the back seat for his shotgun, praying he wasn’t too late. He quietly left the truck so he didn’t wake Brady, then ran toward the front porch.

He flung open the front door and it hit the wall with a loud bang. As he raised the shotgun, as if in slow motion, Lucy spun toward him with his pistol in her hand and Melanie swung a large brown satchel at her head. When it connected, fire belched from the end of the pistol, then burned through his lower abdomen as the bullet dug into his body.

Brock put his hand over the wound and felt warmth ooze against his palm as he staggered back into the wall. It seeped between his fingers as he slid down to sit and the intense pain finally registered in his dazed mind.

Lucy screamed as she fell forward and the gun flew from her hand. Melanie dived on top of her, but it wasn’t necessary because she looked to be out cold. As out cold as Brock would be in a minute if he didn’t stop bleeding, he thought, as he pressed harder against the wound and groaned when pain sliced through him. Black dots danced before his eyes, but he fought them.

“Call 9-1-1, baby—get the gun,” Brock said weakly then moaned. “Brady’s in the tru—”

He tried to get it all out, but the searing pain in his gut took his breath. He gritted his teeth to fight through it, but that made him lightheaded as the black dots merged and he was sucked into a black hole where the pain finally subsided.

Melanie found her senses through the adrenaline overdose flowing through her veins and rolled off of Lucy Morris to scramble to pick up the pistol. That was a chore because her hands were shaking so badly, but she finally managed and turned to stagger back toward the far wall with it aimed at Lucy.

It took her a minute to realize the woman must be unconscious, but that didn’t give her comfort. If she didn’t find something to tie her up, she would probably wake up for round two while she helped Brock. And she needed to help him now, she thought, with sickness swirling through her as she ran toward the supply cabinet.

He was losing too much blood. It was an abdominal wound which could involve many organs. Brock could be dying right now, bleeding out internally and she couldn’t help him. Pressure built in her head until it felt like it would explode as she rifled through the cabinet for something to tie Lucy up with. She needed to get an air medical evac stat. But she had to tie Lucy up first. She needed to call 9-1-1 like Brock said.

Goddamn, where was the IV tubing that was supposed to be in here? When her hand finally closed around it, she got dizzy with relief. So dizzy, she almost fell when she stumbled back from the cabinet with the tubing in one hand and the pistol in the other.

Get your shit together, Melanie. You’re a freaking trauma specialist. You do this everyday for a living!

But she didn’t do it every day on a man she loved.

Heart in her throat, Melanie ran over to straddle Lucy’s hips and jerk her hands up behind her back. She wound the tubing around and around her wrists in a figure eight as tightly as she could, then tied a double-loop knot to make damned sure it didn’t come loose. Melanie didn’t care if it cut off the circulation to her hands at this point, because those hands had caused enough death. She wasn’t about to let her cause more while she treated Brock.

Getting shot was an awful way for him to learn that this woman was the treacherous bitch Melanie told him she suspected. Some people had to learn the hard way, but like Doctor Carter, she guessed Brock’s heart was in the right place. He gave Lucy the benefit of the doubt, and Melanie hoped he didn’t pay the same price as her mentor for doing that.

She wasn’t letting him pay that price.

Melanie’s heart squeezed painfully as she pushed up against Lucy’s back to stand. She glanced at Brock but ran to pick up the phone and quickly dialed 9-1-1. The operator answered, but Melanie cut her off.

“I’m Dr. Melanie Fox. I have a critical GSW to the abdomen at this address and I’m treating. I need police and an air medical evac stat,” she said then dropped the phone.

Thank God she’d had the phone line turned on with the utilities. They could find her from the landline and she wouldn’t have to spend thirty minutes explaining.

Melanie ran back to the supply cabinet and was relieved when she found a fresh box of gauze bandages, a roll of tape and a pair of tape shears. Hurrying over to Brock she set the supplies down then eased him to the floor, quickly checked his vitals then grabbed the shears.

Positioning the shears at the hem of his shirt, she sliced up the middle. When she parted the sides a gag caught in her throat when she saw the charred, puckered edges around the wound right under his rib cage. It was bleeding a little, but not enough to account for all the blood on the floor where he’d been sitting.

That meant the exit wound was probably worse, she thought, positioning herself to roll him and take a look. She tried twice to lift him, but he weighed too much for her to move his dead weight alone.

Her insides quivered at the thought.

He was not dead weight—Brock Cooper was alive and dammit she was keeping him that way. With a grunt, and extra strength she didn’t know where she found, Melanie pulled up, wedged her shoulder under him then shoved him over onto his side and kept him there but sitting with her back to his. She pulled his shirt away from the wound, and the orange-sized hole put one just that same size in her heart. She grabbed the box of gauze, and pulled out several pads to rip them open. Pushing her shoulder into him like a linebacker, she rolled him, then pressed the gauze pads to the wound with the heel of her hand.

Melanie heard sirens for just a minute and relief flooded through her, right before the front door flew back on its hinges and Brock’s deputy Rowdy stood in the doorway wild-eyed with his pistol drawn.

“What the fuck happened?!?” he shouted, as his eyes fell on Brock then slid across the floor to Lucy who was moaning and squirming now.

“It’s a long story,” Melanie said. “Just arrest her, and take Brady with you. He’s in Brock’s SUV. I’ve got all the proof you need to keep her for a long time.”

Rowdy walked over to her and his face paled when looked down at the amount of blood on the gauze she was holding to Brock’s back.

“That’s, ah, a lot of blood. Is he…” Rowdy’s eyes filled and he swallowed hard.

“Not on my watch,” Melanie said arrogantly. She hadn’t been the best in her graduating class for nothing. She heard the faint whoosh of rotor blades and even more sirens and a tremor rocked her. “It sounds like the cavalry is almost here, so please just get her out of here. Whatever you do—do not let her parents bail her out. You’re arresting her for murder.”

The deputy’s face went whiter, and then green. “I thought you said he wasn’t—”

“He’s not, but she killed Dr. Carter, and tried to kill her son too, so don’t let her near Brady either.” Melanie bit her lip as worry consumed her. If they were transported together, there was no way he could keep them apart. “Drop him off at my mother’s house. She’ll take care of him until I get free. Don’t tell anyone where he’s at.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Rowdy said, with an eyeroll she didn’t miss, and a salute. “Brock is gonna have his damned hands full for sure,” she thought she heard him mumble as he walked over to pull Lucy to her feet.

An hour and a half later, Melanie felt a lot better about Brock’s prognosis when she exited the helicopter. The door across the roof burst open and medical personnel from the level one trauma center she insisted they fly him to, even though it was twenty minutes outside of Atlanta and a lot further away, rushed toward the helicopter.

The flight nurse and medic, who probably hated her guts now, got out and swung the narrow stretcher out through the doorway, then helped the hospital staff transfer Brock to the gurney along with IV bags and monitors. She watched them hang blood, and was damned happy to see it since he’d lost so much. During the flight, Melanie had been on the horn with the head ER doctor here, so she knew as soon as that blood was on board, a trauma surgeon waited to take Brock into surgery.

It was all she could do not to insist on being in charge as they surrounded him and pushed him toward the door across the roof, leaving her standing there feeling like a piece of useless driftwood in a raging storm. Being on the other side of a trauma this time gave her new insight on how those relatives who depended on her to save their loved ones felt.

Melanie looked up and frowned when the crew surrounding Brock stopped just short of the door and buzzed around him. Two nurses separated from them to run inside, and fear overwhelmed her as she ran toward them.

When she got closer, she realized what the problem was. Brock was awake now and struggling with them. Melanie shouldered her way between two nurses and grabbed his arm just as he opened his mouth and roared her name.

“Brock, settle down—you’re at the hospital and they’re trying to help you,” she said, forcing calm into her voice that she definitely didn’t feel. Melanie wanted to bawl like a baby at that moment because he was finally awake and obviously alert.

His pain-filled eyes shot to hers, and he growled, “I fucking love you, Hooty—so don’t you dare think about leaving until we talk!”

Melanie’s insides turned liquid, her face heated and she felt six sets of eyes burning into her, but she didn’t care. She leaned down and pressed a kiss to the corner of his mouth then whispered, “If you want me to stick around, you just said the magic words. Now that you have, though, you better not fucking die or I’ll find you in hell.” She raised up, and glared at him, but her lips trembled. “Now stop being a difficult patient and let them fix you.”

They pushed the gurney a foot, but he stopped them again. “What about Brady?” he demanded, gripping one of the nurse’s arms.

“Brady is safe, Lucy is in jail, and I’m in love with you,” she grated, as she walked over to glare at him again. “You have nothing to worry about other than getting through surgery. Now, let them take you there so I don’t have to knock you out!”

The corner of his mouth ticked up and that dimple appeared. Her heart slid down in her chest then melted and flowed to her toes.

“You sure are bossy, aren’t you?” he asked, then relaxed back on the gurney still wearing a smile. “I think I need someone like you in my life to keep me in line.” The hospital crew pushed him through the door and Melanie sighed.

What in the hell had she gotten herself into? Whatever it was, she looked forward to a lifetime of it, and it appeared that that lifetime would be spent in Sunny Glen, Georgia, a place where five hundred of the oddest hillbillies on earth lived.

Make that five-hundred and one.


Epilogue
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Melanie’s body tensed as she watched Brady step behind the center and put his hands down for the ball. This always made her nervous, especially when there was a kid two times the size of her stepson on the other side of the line waiting to cream him if he had a chance.

Brock didn’t seem to be nervous at all, though, his expression was one of calm intensity as he focused on the game. Pee Wee Football, according to him, was serious business. The league that Brock started this fall as his first official act as the new mayor was proof of that. Well, his first was really the only stoplight in town, but he’d seen that done before he resigned as sheriff when the Morris’ left town to be near Lucy in Atlanta.

She liked when Brock was focused like this because it gave her time to watch her sexy new husband in his element and fantasize about him like she did in high school. The only difference now was she could live out those fantasies when she got him home and out of those tight football shorts to have a shower with him.

That was her favorite part of Saturday afternoon, and happened right after they dropped Brady off at his new grandmother’s house for some tea time, leaf reading lessons and lots of love. Unless he insisted on helping Brock with chores before he went.

Please just go over there after the game today, buddy.

Her mother adored Brady, and Aunt June doted on him, and he begged to go over there every chance he got, so maybe he’d just let them drop him off. Unless he insisted Brock give him another lesson on Lorrie today. Brady was getting to be a very good rider, and Brock was talking about upgrading him to one of the mares soon.

That would have to wait until she foaled next year though. He’d had both of the mares inseminated. With the heifers he bought, and the new bull she gave him as a wedding present, next spring the ranch was going to have a lot of new babies. She wondered if the following spring they’d have another. She and Brock had been talking about giving Brady a sibling.

It had taken long enough, over a year, for them finally get to the altar so she had the official freedom to think about their future and plan. But good things were worth waiting for, and her new husband and son were definitely worth the wait.

But if Melanie would’ve had to live with her mother one more month while Brady finished his counseling, she probably would have committed herself to that mental facility where Lucy was being held and treated until she was fit to stand trial for murder.

The D.A. delayed filing charges for felony child abuse and attempted murder hoping they would get out of having to testify. Mostly so Brady wouldn’t have to testify—he agreed the kid had been through enough. The prosecutor thought the murder would probably get her life in prison, so he wouldn’t need to charge her with the lesser crimes.

Brady’s call for the ball jerked her attention back to the offensive line. She knew that’s what it was called now, because her stepson had explained the game to her in intricate detail. Melanie hated football, but she listened intently because she loved her stepson to distraction—almost as much as she loved his father.

The kid was funny and so damned energetic now she wondered how she’d ever keep up with him when he became a teenager. She would pass that duty off to Brock then, she thought, cringing as helmets crunched together and Brady ran toward the far end of the line. It was a good thing she was a doctor, because she had a feeling she’d be seeing half of these kids in her office before this first season of the Sunny Glen Pee Wee Football League was over.

Melanie’s breath caught in her throat, her fists closed and she held her breath as the last pair of players at the end of the line fell and Brady swooped by them with the ball under his arm. Brock bent to cup his hands to his mouth and yell, the crowd started buzzing and Melanie shot to her feet to watch. He pushed his hand into the chest of a defender and blew by him, then his feet moved so fast they looked like a blur as he streaked toward the end zone.

“Go Brady!! Run, baby, run!” she shouted, pumping her fists as pride swelled her chest to near bursting. And he did run all the way into the end zone where he promptly spiked the ball, then turned to fist pump Brock, before he picked up the ball and jogged back toward the sideline.

Melanie couldn’t stand it.

Brock told her to stay in the stands, but she had to hug Brady, and he needed her hugs, he told her so, because they made him happy. She quickly stepped on each bleacher seat until her feet hit the ground then ran toward the bench where Brock was talking to the players.

“Did you see me?” Brady shouted, as he ran over to grin up at her.

“I did see you, and I’ve never seen anyone run so fast! You were freaking awesome,” she praised, and he beamed. “What was that play called? A quarterback sneak?” she guessed, because it was the only one involving a quarterback that she could remember.

He squealed and threw his arms around her waist. “You got it right! Cause I’m a good coach, huh?” he asked, stepping back to smile at her.

“You’re the best coach, ever,” she said, then leaned down to whisper. “Even better than your daddy.”

Brady giggled and she felt eyes on her, so she glanced over to find Brock glaring at her. She smiled and waggled her fingers, and Brock’s lips twitched as he rolled his eyes.

“Cooper stop flirting with my wife and get back over here so you don’t miss the play,” he said gruffly, and Brady’s eyes widened before he spun to run over there. “Dr. Cooper get your pretty butt back in those bleachers before I spank you.”

Brock stared at her with that look, and a delicious chill snaked down her spine.

“You sure are bossy these days,” she mouthed, and he grinned, that dimple popped and her panties went up in flames.

The End
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“Sorry, ma’am. I’m gonna have to frisk you.”

“But, Sheriff, I didn’t do anything,” Tess Sweeney said, rapidly batting her eyelashes. “I swear.”

She dragged out the last two words in the best damned Scarlet O’Hara imitation she could do. The corners of his mouth twitched for a minute before his face transformed into a stern expression.

“Spread ’em,” he ordered, deepening his voice into a growl.

“If I don’t, are you going to pistol whip me?” She made a point of sticking out her lower lip in a pout.

“No, ma’am, but I might have to use my big nightstick on you.”

Tess squealed with laughter. “Has that line ever worked?”

Tess looked up into the steel-gray eyes of Kyle Monroe. He gave her a smile that sent her heart racing. Sexual energy flared, melting her insides.

“Nope, but a man’s gotta have hope.” He brushed the back of his fingers along her cheek. She pressed her face into his touch. His eyes darkened with desire. Every cell in her body lit up.

“Have I told you how beautiful you are?”

A huge lump formed in her throat. Too thin and too plain as a child, she’d never had much attention from boys. By the time she’d reached high school, she’d developed large breasts, a narrow waist, and hips that swung when she walked. But inside, she was still that skinny, ugly little girl nobody picked for their kickball team.

Tess’s elbows sank into the mattress as she arched her back, crushing her breasts against his chest. She savored the feel of the rough hair there against her sensitive nipples. “You might have mentioned it once or twice over dinner.” She ran her tongue around his nipple and caught it between her teeth, tugging gently on the rigid flesh.

He caught her head between his hands, holding her against his chest. His deep-throated moan told her how much he loved the rasp of her tongue on his flesh.

Moving up his body, she kissed and nibbled until she reached his lower lip. She sucked it between her lips and then looked at him. “But for now, less talk. More action.” She raked her taut nipples through his chest hair again.

“Yes, ma’am,” he said as he rolled her onto her back and worked his way down her neck.

Beside her right ear her cell phone vibrated on the oak bedside table. It pulsated twice more, followed by loud gonging.

“Argh,” she moaned, dropping her arms out to her sides. Did she have to get a call the first time she was in bed with this incredibly sexy man? Of course she did.

“Don’t answer it,” he said, tightening his arms around her like a steel band.

“You know I have to.” She glanced at the clock and sighed. One a.m. Nobody got good news at this hour. “I’m on call. No choice.”

Tess kissed the tip of his nose and slipped from the mattress. She hurried around the bed and grabbed her cell phone off the table. “Dr. Sweeney.”

She glanced back at the man in her bed and wanted to weep at being on call. He’d scooted up until his back rested against her headboard. His chest was a rock-hard display of muscle and sinew that begged to be touched…and she wanted to stroke it so bad her fingers itched. His eyes were on her, listening as she took her call from the emergency department.

She forced her attention back to the call.

“Dr. Sweeney. This is John Tanner from St. Michaels Hospital.”

“Oh, hi, John. What’d you have?”

“MVA. Young boy. Thrown from the car upon collision.”

“Uh-huh. How old?”

“Five but quite small for his age.”

She opened the bedside table drawer and pulled out a sheet of paper to jot notes as the Emergency Department physician continued his report. “Okay. Have you already done the type and cross for blood?”

“Sent it off to the lab a couple of minutes ago. The parents say they think he is O positive, which would be great. I’m sure the blood bank will have that.”

“Great. Parents are there at the hospital then?”

“Yep. Last name’s Lloyd. Hold on.” Papers rattled. “Um, parents are Preston and Constance.”

“Preston Lloyd, our district attorney?” Her chest squeezed her heart.

“Yeah.”

“Great, just great.” She blew out a long breath and tapped a dozen ink splotches on the paper with her pen. Lloyd was a first-class asshole. She’d done a first-class job avoiding him in the two years she’d lived in Diamond Lakes, Texas.

“And I have to tell you, Tess. He reeks of alcohol.”

“What about his wife?”

“She didn’t seem to be injured in the accident.”

“I don’t give a shit about either of them. They’re not my patients, but I do need them sober enough to sign the damn surgery permit for their son.”

“Well, she was a little incoherent when they came in, but I think she’s more frantic about her son than alcohol impaired. Him? I wouldn’t let him sign anything. I can’t be sure he’s clear-headed enough to give informed consent.”

“Fine. I’ll trust your judgment on that. Get the consent signed for an exploratory lap and call the OR team in. Make sure the blood bank stays two units ahead on packed cells. Oh, and, John, see if you can badger radiology into fresh pictures for the OR. I’d like to have a better idea of what the hell I’m getting into before I cut the kid open.”

“Will do, Tess.”

Tess slammed the phone back on the dresser. “Sonofabitch thinks laws don’t apply to him. Never has thought about anybody but himself. Asshole,” she muttered as she stomped across the room. She jerked open a drawer, snatched out fresh underwear, a pair of fresh scrubs, and marched into the bathroom. As she shut the door, she heard Kyle’s phone ringing. She wasn’t surprised the deputy on duty would call the sheriff when the county district attorney was involved in an accident where there were injuries.

Sheriff Kyle Monroe was stomping his feet into a pair of cowboy boots when Tess walked out of the bathroom. In the time she’d been in there, he’d gotten dressed.

“You don’t need to drive me,” she said.

“Wasn’t planning to. Our district attorney and his family were hit by a teenage driver who happens to be one of the Worthington boys. Texas State Police will take it, but the sergeant on duty thought I might want in the loop on this. What a mess this’ll be.”

She frowned. “Not the first time one of Judge Worthington’s boys been in trouble, is it?” She gave him a quick kiss. “I’ve gotta go. It’s quite a drive from here.”

“I’ll run blue lights to the hospital. Stay on my tail and we’ll be there in less than ten minutes.”

“Appreciate it, Kyle.”

He missed his time estimation by two minutes. Eight minutes after they left her house, Dr. Tess Sweeney blew through the ambulance bay doors and raced down the emergency department hallway of St. Michael’s Hospital. The doors to trauma room two were open, and she glanced in. Blood-soaked towels and four-by-four gauze pads littered the floor, along with paper and boxes from medical supplies. An empty IV bag lay among the waste, its tubing curled like a snake on the floor.

Opening the door to the nurses’ station, she saw Martha Womack, the shift charge nurse.

“Martha. Where’s the Lloyd child?” Tess knew she sounded brusque and harried, but she’d have to apologize to Martha another time. She was losing precious time to save her patient.

Martha Womack, a gray-haired woman well into her fifties, looked over her shoulder. “Hey, Tess. Upstairs in the OR. Once Tanner got the blood pressure stabilized, the OR staff picked him up. Tanner went along since we have nothing down here needing his attention at the moment. He wanted to have a word with the anesthesiologist.”

“Great. Where are the parents? John get the consent form signed?”

“Got it. Parents went with the child during transport. I think they were going to the chapel.”

“Good. I’ll talk to them after the surgery. Thanks.” Tess raced for the elevators.
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When Tess had turned in to the hospital’s physician parking, Kyle had tapped his siren once and flown on past. If he hurried, he might get to the crash site before the state police. Sure, his guys would secure the scene while they waited for state to swoop in and take over the investigation. Most of the time, it would have bugged the crap out of him to have the state tromping around his territory, but not so much tonight. The reality was he didn’t care much for their county district attorney. Lloyd was arrogant with an elitist view of the world. They’d butted heads on more than one occasion.

Still, he didn’t wish harm to the man’s son.

An accident investigation team from the state police was already on site when he arrived. Blue strobe lights from a gaggle of law enforcement vehicles lit up the surrounding trees and road. In front of his SUV, a Texas state trooper walked with a flashlight along dark tire skid marks. Shards of broken glass glinted under the beam and Kyle could hear the crunch of glass under the trooper’s heavy boots. He recognized the man by his stride and nodded to himself.

“Gruber,” he called as he exited his truck.

The man turned and raised his arm, bringing the daylight brightness from his flashlight directly into Kyle’s eyes. Kyle shielded his eyes.

“Monroe,” the trooper said. “Come out to see the clusterfuck?”

Kyle shook his head with a knowing chuckle. An accident involving two prominent families with a serious injury was nothing but a logistical nightmare for whatever office drew the short straw. Tonight, since it was the county district attorney, the state police had the honors.

The two men shook hands. “Clusterfuck is probably as accurate a description as any,” Kyle said. “Thought I’d drop by and see if you guys needed anything from us.”

“We’re good,” Shade Gruber said. “Your guys did a great job securing the scene, with one exception.”

“Oh? What’d they miss?”

“We can’t find the boy’s car seat. Lloyd said his son was ejected from the car seat when it flew out of his car with the child still inside.”

Kyle pursed his lips. “That’s interesting. What about Lloyd’s car? Was there damage to the seatbelts?”

“Nope. Lloyd said his wife never got the hang of putting the seat in correctly.”

“What did she say?”

“Not much. She was too distraught to give us any help. Both of them left in the ambulance with their son.”

“Alcohol?”

“Who? Lloyd or the judge’s kid?”

“Either. Both. Whatever. Just thinking out loud.”

Gruber shook his head. “Worthington kid’s a little slurry and shook up. Second ambulance left with him right behind the Lloyds. Preston Lloyd smelled like undiluted bourbon, but there was a broken bottle in his car. Said his wife was carrying it home from a fundraiser and it broke in the crash.”

“I’ll let you get back to work. I’ll check in with my deputies and be on my way. Let me know if you do decide you need anything from us.”

“Will do. Thanks.”

Gruber went back to measuring the skid marks. Kyle walked over to a fresh-faced deputy. New guy hired recently.

“Adams,” Kyle said, reading the name on the officer’s nametag.

“Sir.” The deputy, who must have been all of twenty-four, straightened.

“Appreciate the heads-up about Lloyd,” Kyle said.

“Yes, sir.”

“Give me a quick report of what happened once you arrived on the scene.”

“The cars were where you see them. The Lloyds were out of their car and on the ground next to their son. The teenager was out of his truck, sort of swaying and holding on the hood, as though he was using it to hold himself upright. As soon as Lloyd identified himself, I contacted the state police while Anderson—” he tilted his head toward his partner near the creek, “—looked for the child’s car seat.”

“I know this is not our accident to cover, but could you do a write up for me tomorrow with all the details you have? Probably won’t ever need it, but if I’ve learned anything over the years, it’s when lawyers are involved, have all the facts you can documented while they’re still fresh.”

“Yes, sir.”

The sheriff clapped the deputy on the shoulder. “See you tomorrow. Have dispatch notify me if you need me back out here tonight.”


Chapter Two
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The hospital elevator doors slid open on level two and Tess rushed out, banging through the double surgery doors.

“Dr. Sweeney,” a scrub tech called from the end of the hall. “We’re in OR three.”

Tess sighed. Operating room three was typically used for the worst cases. Quickly donning a hat, mask, and eye covers, she followed the tech through the doors to the OR suites. After popping open a soap-infused brush, she placed her hands beneath the motion-sensor water faucet and went to work on them.

The scrub tech moved alongside Tess. “We’ve got him on the table. We were lucky that Dr. Madison was in Labor and Delivery putting in an epidural.”

Tess nodded. Dr. Guy Madison was an excellent anesthesiologist, exactly the person she wanted for a complicated case. Glancing through the OR window, she spotted him chatting with Sue Johnson, the circulating nurse, while she prepped a very small abdomen.

“Got some current films?” Tess asked, continuing to coat her hands and arms in white foamy lather.

“Yes, ma’am.” She pointed to the large digital viewer on the wall in the operating room. Tess studied it through the OR window as she scrubbed and shook her head. Blood surrounded most of the vital organs.

“I know,” Nina said. “Even I can see the blood. The kid’s lucky to have made it this far.”

Tess rinsed her hands and then held them up so excess water dripped off her elbows. “Poor kid. Thrown from the car. No way was he in a booster seat.”

She backed into the OR and accepted the sterile towel offered by the first scrub tech. “Morning, Pete,” she said, drying her hands.

“Morning, Doc,” he answered, his voice grave. He held up a sterile gown and she shoved her arms through the sleeves. He pulled latex gloves over her hands.

Her patient’s body had already been draped with blue sterile sheets. At her first look at her patient, her heart sank. The normally pink skin was pasty white. The small chest and abdomen were the only parts of his tiny body visible to her. A unit of blood was dripping into his system.

“Guy,” Tess said. “Good to have you here. You got our boy ready?”

“Morning, Tess. He’s as stable as I can get him, which isn’t saying much I’m afraid.”

She nodded and shifted her eyes toward the sterile-clad scrub nurse beside her. “Scalpel,” she said, holding out her hand.

Surgery was a disaster from the start. No amount of suction or copious volume of sponges could control the hemorrhage. Tess repaired, stitched, and removed as much of the organ damage as she could, but within the first thirty minutes of surgery, the child’s heart beat became erratic and his blood pressure bottomed out.

“Damn it,” she muttered, shoving another sponge into the small abdominal cavity. Her heart pounded painfully against her chest. Losing a patient was bad enough. Losing a child always took a piece of her soul.

“Do something, Guy. We’re losing him.”

“I am,” the anesthesiologist answered from behind the drape. “You do your job, and I’ll do mine,” he snapped. “Call the night supervisor to get another two units of blood over here, STAT,” he yelled at the circulating nurse.

Tess’s vision momentarily blurred. Her stomach fell to her knees as she realized the odds were against her saving this child. Shoving her emotions back into their lockbox, she refocused on the task at hand, jerking out a soaked sponge and jabbing in another.

“Suction,” she ordered.

The suction tube tip snaked into the cavity. Red fluid flowed through the clear tube and dumped into the receiver. Out of the corner of her eye, Tess saw the anesthesiologist hang yet another bag of blood. The bleeding in the child’s abdomen continued unabated by anything she did.

Damn it! It looked like the fresh blood was racing straight from the bag into her surgical field. She lifted his stomach and found another small oozing tear.

“Suture,” she said and, without pause, a threaded needle was slapped into her hand. The hole was tiny and stitched easily, but then her patient was tiny also. Even damage this slight was significant to a child of this weight and age.

“Blood pressure dropping,” Guy said, his voice tight with tension. “Down to fifty over thirty. I’m increasing fluids, now.”

The child’s heart sputtered and stilled. The alarm on the heart monitor screamed. The sound echoed off the tile walls.

“Pushing epinephrine now,” Guy said, his words clipped.

“Damn it.” Tess began chest compressions. “Crash cart,” she snapped at the circulator, who’d already begun rolling the four-drawer cart.

“Charge to 200,” Tess directed.

Sue powered up the defibrillator and handed the paddles to Tess.

“Clear.” Tess waited a couple of seconds for the surgery team to break contact with the patient before delivering the electrical shock to the heart. The heart monitor continued its prolonged squeal in the background.

“Charge to 300. Clear.”

She delivered a second jolt and waited for the heart to beat. When the small heart continued to remain motionless, she restarted chest compressions.

“Pushing magnesium,” Guy said, raising his voice to be heard above the loud drone of the heart monitor.

“Charge to 300 again,” Tess said.

Sue handed her the paddles.

“Clear.” Tess shot another electrical jolt to the heart.

No response. She restarted manual heart compressions. Blood gushed with each compression. She was losing him. She knew it. She didn’t want to accept it, but deep down in her soul, a chunk broke off and lodged in her throat. It was impossible to swallow the lump when she had no saliva in her mouth.

“Don’t leave us now,” she coaxed through pursed lips. “Come on, baby. Come on.”

For just a second, the child’s heart thumped. The beat was slow and it was thready, but his tiny heart was beating on its own. Tess’s own heart leaped in jubilation.

“Blood pressure forty over ten,” Guy said, a hint of optimism coloring his words. Then, “Shit! Heart rate dropping. Blood pressure thirty-five over zero.”

The tiny heart stopped again. Nothing Tess or Dr. Madison tried got it restarted. Twenty minutes of CPR left Tess sweating. Every muscle in her body was so rigid it was painful, but the extended CPR couldn’t get her patient’s heart going. She’d lost him.

Tess drew in a deep breath, glanced at the wall clock, and then called it. “Time of death, two twenty-two a.m.” Her voice choked on unspent tears. Now was not the time and it certainly wasn’t the place.

“I never even saw his face,” she said, her voice dropping.

The anesthesiologist unclipped the divider sheet and Tess got her first glimpse of her patient’s face. She gasped. The muscles in her legs shook and threaten to collapse under her. She grasped the OR table for support. Oh, God. A sob caught in her throat.

She saw this face in her dreams almost every night.

Preston’s son’s looked so much like her son who’d died at birth.
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Tess looked through the window into the surgery waiting room. Only two people occupied the area, so moving them to a private consultation area wouldn’t be necessary.

The woman sagged over the arm of the waiting room sofa. Tears flowed steadily down her cheeks; long lines of black mascara streaked her pale face. Her blond hair, once in a stylish chignon, hung in lifeless strands around her shoulders. Her black—and obviously expensive—cocktail dress was wrinkled with dirt around the hem and on the skirt. The black stockings on her legs were torn with numerous runs. A pair of expensive Jimmy Choo shoes lay on the floor in front of her.

The man, with his dark hair and olive skin tones, stood wide-legged looking out a window into the darkness. His hands were clasped tightly behind his back. Like his wife, his clothes bore the rips and embedded dirt from the accident.

Tess’s heart seized and she bit back her tears. She hated giving bad news. It was part of her job, without doubt the worst part. And as much as she hated the man in the waiting room—and she did despise him—and as awful as he and his wife felt now, Tess was getting ready to blow their world apart even more. She took no pleasure in that.

She glanced toward Sue, who had come from the OR with her. “God, I hate this.”

Bringing the nurse from the OR with her was out of the ordinary, but given her history with her patient’s father, she needed the support.

“You ready?”

Sue’s lips pressed into a thin line and she nodded.

Tess took a deep breath and opened the door.

At the sound of the door opening, Preston Lloyd whirled around. His gaze met Tess’s and the muscles in his face pulled as his jaw tightened. He walked over and sat by his wife.

“Mr. Lloyd. Mrs. Lloyd,” Tess began.

His eyes hardened as his glare hit her. She fought to maintain her professional attitude and tone.

Constance Lloyd looked at her, hope flashing in her eyes. Tess hated that look, especially knowing she would be delivering the worse news a mother could receive.

Tess pulled up a chair across from the couple and sat. “I’m Dr. Sweeney. I am so sorry but—”

“No!” Constance’s scream reverberated off the walls. “No. No. No. No. No.” She let out a loud wail of pain, and hit her husband’s arm with her fist. “No. Not my baby. My baby.” She socked his arm again before collapsing on the sofa cushions away from him.

Preston leaned forward, both hands resting on his knees like a cat ready to pounce.

Sue hurried over, sat on the arm of the sofa, and wrapped her arms around the hysterical mother, holding Constance Lloyd as her body shook in anguish. The woman’s cries and shrieks echoed off the walls of the large waiting room.

Tess looked at Preston. “I am so sorry. When Hunter landed, his internal organs were jerked around violently. There were numerous tears in the blood vessels that fed the organs. There was just too much organ damage and too much blood loss. We did everything we could. I am sorry.” She looked at Constance. “I am so sorry for your loss, Mrs. Lloyd,” she said and glanced back at Preston.

He glared at her, black hate flaring in his eyes. “He was my son, my only son.”

Her heart tore at his pain, even as her revulsion of being in the same room with him pressed her to leave. “I know, and I’m sorry. If I can do anything please let me know.”

“I think you’ve done enough, Dr. Sweeney,” he said with a sneer.

Tess didn’t respond. Even if there were anything she could say or do to comfort him or his wife, he’d never accept it from her.

Their affair had been a flash fire, burning red-hot and leaving nothing behind when it was over, except distrust and hurt feelings. She’d been so young and naïve back then. Believed everything Preston had told her. Separated. Divorce filed. He couldn’t live without her. Stupid to not have seen through his slick promises.

And tonight, nothing she could ever say would convince him she hadn’t killed his child…not the one tonight or the one five years ago.

“I’m sorry,” she said again and walked from the room into the hall. Her own grief ate at her gut like acid. Her heart ached for the parents and for herself. She stood for a minute trying to collect her emotions.

“Tess.”

Her name was soft on Kyle’s voice. She looked up and into his dove-colored eyes and found some of the strength she needed.

“Hey. I heard. I’m sorry, baby,” he said.

A hand clasped down hard on her shoulder and wheeled her around. Preston Lloyd had followed her from the room and now glared at her, his jaw flexing and relaxing. “Excuse us, Sheriff. Tess and I need to have a private conversation,” he said and jerked Tess off to one side.

“I want to know why you killed my son. Did you think it would be the perfect revenge? The perfect way to get back at me? Did you? Did you? It was just a car accident. There’s no way my son could have died from it.” His voice vibrated with rage. His hands were rolled into tight fists at his side.

“That’s enough, Lloyd.” Kyle said, stepping between them.

“You bitch.” He leaned toward Tess, pointing his finger in her face. “I’ll have your license, Tess. I’ll personally see to it that you never kill another person.”

“Preston, I—” Her heart thumped painfully against her chest. Diamond Lakes was a small town with a tight medical community. Preston had enough political clout to ruin her career if he so chose.

“I said that’s enough.” Kyle pressed his hand on Lloyd’s chest to hold him away from Tess. All he was missing was the suit of armor.

She shouldn’t be relieved to have Kyle protecting her. She should be strong enough to stand up for herself. But she was so tired, so heartbroken, so fragile right now. A single word could reduce her to tears. When she laid her hand on Kyle’s back, the muscles were tense and strained.

Preston shoved Kyle’s shoulder to dislodge his restraining hand. “You stay out of this, Monroe—if you want to keep your job as sheriff. I can make your reelection campaign fizzle before it starts.” He glared at Tess over Kyle’s shoulder. “This is between me and this lying, vindictive murderer. She killed my son.”

Kyle placed his hand on Preston’s shoulder and squeezed. Preston flinched. “That’s more than enough. Dr. Sweeney isn’t to blame. I’m sorry for your loss, Preston. You need to go see to your wife.”

Preston jerked his shoulder out of Kyle’s grasp. “This isn’t over, Tess. Not by a long shot. I’ll be contacting the head of hospital, the chairman of the board, and the president of the Texas Medical Society and filing a complaint about you with each of them. I promise you, I will find a way to ruin your life like you ruined mine tonight.” He stormed away, slamming the surgery waiting room door against the wall.
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Preston walked away from the conniving bitch, his hands in tight fists to keep from wrapping them around her skinny, murderous neck. There was no reason for her to have taken the position of chief of surgery at St. Michael’s except to be near him. She’d been a clingy girlfriend and he’d dumped her like the trash she was.

He still could hardly believe that she’d had the nerve to become pregnant with his child and lie to him about it. To him! He could recognize perjury when he heard it. That was one of his talents that made him such a good lawyer.

And that this bitch thought she could feed him a story about an abortion just so she could keep a part of him with her the rest of her life. Disgusting. God was on his side, as He should be. Even He had known she would be a horrible mother and He’d taken that fetus from her. The insane thing was that she blamed him, not God, where the blame should have been laid.

However, if this lying woman had had the gall to carry his baby to term after she’d told him she’d had an abortion, he’d have taken the kid away and put it with adoptive parents. Bringing a bastard child into his home would have been an insult to the sanctity of his marriage.

Plus, the voters would never have forgiven him.

The vindictive woman had probably dreamed of a night like this…a night when she could extract her revenge on him. He’d expected it, but he’d never imagined she was sick enough to kill his son…the only son he’d ever have.

As he made his way back to his wailing, stupid wife, he promised that Tess Sweeney would regret ever meeting him.


Chapter Three
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Kyle turned and placed both hands on Tess’s shoulders. With a gentle tug, he eased her up to him. “Tess. I’m sorry. Preston didn’t mean any of that. People say shit like that when they’re upset. He had to lash out at someone. I’m just sorry it was you.”

He massaged her neck and shoulders. Instead of his touch producing comfort, her muscles stiffened to the elasticity of concrete slabs.

“Don’t,” she said, and moved a couple of steps away. With a surreptitious glance she checked the area and was fairly certain their actions hadn’t been observed. “I appreciate your concern, Kyle, but Preston reminds me of an injured wild animal. In pain and ready to strike out at someone. I’m pretty sure that will be me. I’d hate to see you go down as collateral damage.”

She blew out a long breath in frustration. Everything medically possible had been done for Preston’s son. She had no doubt that the OR staff would back her up. However, if Preston went ahead with his threats—and sadly, she knew him well enough to believe he would—her life would be a living hell. Negative publicity could kill her career, even if she were later found to be in the right. Patients wouldn’t want to take a chance that she’d messed up in surgery and killed her patient.

And voters wouldn’t reelect a sheriff who was known to be at odds with a popular prosecuting attorney, even if the sheriff’s department wasn’t responsible for the accident investigation.

Damn. She liked it here in Diamond Lakes. Great house. Great practice. A budding romance. And the worst mistake of her life—Preston Lloyd—had the potential power to take it all away.

The overhead call system clicked on. There was a second of brief static before the operator said, “Dr. Sweeney. Call extension four-six-seven. Dr. Sweeney. Call four-six-seven.”

“Wonder why they didn’t just call your cell,” Kyle said.

“I don’t know.” She pulled her phone from her pocket. There were seven missed calls. “Damn, I forgot I put in on silent when I went in to talk with the Lloyds.” She lifted the receiver off the house phone and dialed.

“Four West.”

“Hi, this is Dr. Sweeney. I was paged to this extension.”

“Hold on a sec, Dr. Sweeney.” Tess heard clacking as the phone was passed to another person. “Dr. Sweeney. This is Becca Adams. I’ve got Freddy Worthington up here on four.”

“Okay. What’s the problem?”

“We have him up here just for overnight observation, but he’s having trouble breathing and he’s complaining of a sharp chest pain that wasn’t there a while ago. The veins in his neck have become much more pronounced and he’s a little cyanotic around his mouth. His heart rate is up to one-twenty. I’m wondering if maybe he’s developed a pneumothorax.”

“Good thought, Becca. Could also be pulmonary contusion. I’m headed your way.” She looked at Kyle as she replaced the receiver. “Gotta go. Thanks for running interference for me.”

“Sure. What’s the problem?” he asked with a nod to the phone.

“Worthington kid is having problems.”

She hurried down the hall to the stairwell instead of using the hospital elevators that were notoriously slow. Taking the stairs two at a time, she raced up the four flights quickly. She jerked the door to Four West open and dashed to the nurses’ station. Becca Adams was waiting for her.

“I swear, Dr. Sweeney, his condition has gotten worse in the couple of minutes since we talked,” Becca said as the two women headed down the hall to room forty-one-fourteen.

“Has he had a chest film yet?”

Becca shook her head. “There wasn’t a reason to.”

“You guys have a portable ultrasound on the floor?”

“No, but I can get one from labor and delivery pretty quick.”

“Do that. Order a portable chest X-ray too. What about blood work?”

“Did the usual CBC with diff in the ER and a type and cross, but that’s about it. I should mention Worthington is slurring his words. Seems kind of out of it. Confused. You know?”

“Did anyone draw a blood alcohol?”

“Don’t think so. If they did, I haven’t see it.”

“Get a blood alcohol STAT. If we have to do surgery, we’ll need to know that.”

“Got it.”

“On second thought, what about a blood glucose?”

The nurse shook her head. “Haven’t seen one.”

“I’m wondering… Lloyd said the kid was drunk, slurring his words, stumbling around, things like that. I’m surprised no one drew an alcohol level.” Before Becca could respond, Tess added, “Of course his daddy is a judge so that might have played into that decision.” Living in a small Southern community had opened her eyes to the political sway that elected officials had. She didn’t like it, but then reality wasn’t always how it was portrayed on television and movies.

“Probably,” Becca agreed.

Tess pushed open the hospital room door. A large teenage boy lay on the bed, his eyes wide, the blue tinge to his skin pronounced. Someone had had the forethought to start him on oxygen. She checked the flow…six liters per minute. Fine for now.

On the far side of the bed, a heavy-set man—Judge Worthington, she assumed—and matching heavy-set women—Mrs. Worthington—stood. Parental concern etched worry lines on both their faces.

“I’m Dr. Sweeney,” Tess said. “I hear our boy is having a little trouble.”

“Frederick Worthington,” the man said. “My wife, Helena. Freddy was doing pretty good until about half an hour ago. Said his chest and shoulders were hurting. I just thought it was from hitting the steering wheel.”

“No air bag?”

“No. It was an old truck.”

Tess pulled her stethoscope from her pocket while Becca entered the lab and radiology orders into the bedside computer. Tess placed the stethoscope bell on Freddy’s chest. She moved it from one side to the other and then back again. There were no breath sounds on the left side of his chest. His heart was racing. The blue around his mouth was getting darker. She opened her mouth to tell Becca to get that chest study STAT when the door slammed open and the portable machine rolled into the room.

“Great. I need that X-ray STAT. Judge. Mrs. Worthington. Would you please step out in to the hall while we do this?”

“Oh, dear,” Mrs. Worthington moaned. “I don’t know.” She wrung her hands.

“Come on, Mrs. W., Judge. I’ll show you where you can wait,” Becca said as she gently, but forcibly, lead them from the room.

Nice work, Tess thought.

“What’s going on?” Freddy gasped from the bed. “I…I…can’t breathe.”

“Hang on, pal,” Tess cooed. “Let’s take a quick look.”

The X-ray technician positioned the film cartridge behind Freddy’s back and the machine’s cone over his chest. Everyone stepped into the hall for the brief second it took to shoot the X-ray. Then the room was full again with the technician, the nurse, Tess and now the lab technician, who went quickly to the patient’s side to get his blood sample.

“Ready,” the X-ray tech said.

Tess studied the results on the X-ray monitor. What an advantage to be able to see the digital X-rays on the computer immediately rather than waiting for the slow film-developing process of the old days. As she studied the image, her heart rate ramped up. Damn. Worse than she’d thought. Looked like a pneumothorax-hemothorax combo. Kid couldn’t get a break.

She grabbed the lab tech as he passed. “Add a CBC with diff to those orders. I need the results STAT and I mean STAT like in five minutes, not fifteen. Call the results to the OR. Got it?”

The young male technician—probably a recent graduate given his crummy shift schedule—nodded. “Yes, ma’am, er, doctor.”

“Becca, call the OR. I need a room now. Tell them I’ve got blood and air in the chest. I’ll have to do a chest tube but I want to do it in an OR.”

“On it,” Becca said, moving rapidly to the room phone.

“You done with me?” the X-ray tech asked.

“Done. Thanks for being fast.”

He nodded and rolled the machine into the hall.

“Got you a room,” Becca announced as she hung up the phone.

“Grab the parents and a consent form.”

Becca nodded and headed from the room.

The room cleared. In the quiet, Freddy’s labored breathing sounded loud and harsh. His face reflected his anxiety and fear.

“Okay, Freddy. It’s just me and you for a minute. I need to know something. Did you drink any beer, or wine, or anything tonight? Take any drugs? This is important. I have to know the truth.”

He shook his head.

“I know you’re scared,” Tess said, taking his clammy hand. “I would be too if I didn’t know what was going on. Your parents are on their way back, and I’ll explain it to all of you, but I have to know about any drugs or alcohol. It’s important. I’m taking you to surgery. You have blood and air in your chest. Do you understand?”

He nodded.

“Okay. If you had any booze or drugs tonight, I have to be able to tell the anesthesiologist. I’m not the cops. I’m not your parents. This doesn’t have anything to do with getting into trouble. One more time, did you have anything to drink tonight? Take any drugs at all? Smoke a little pot? Anything?”

He shook his head vigorously.

“Has anyone ever suggested you had diabetes or a problem with your blood sugar?”

He shook his head.

Behind her, the door burst open and his parents rushed in, followed by Becca. In her hand Becca carried a clipboard with the OR consent form. Tess took the form and turned to Freddy’s parents.

“Judge. Mrs. Worthington. I’ve explained this to Freddy. He broke a couple of ribs in the accident. One of those ribs has punctured his lung. He’s got air in his chest, which I could treat easily enough, but I’m worried about the blood around his lungs. The air could be handled with a simple chest tube, as could the blood there. Usually this could be done outside an operating room, but I’d like to do the chest-tube insertion in the OR because of the volume of blood I’m seeing on theX-ray. This OR form gives me permission to do the chest tube and, if I feel it’s necessary, to do exploratory surgery to see where the blood is coming from. I’ll know more once I get him in the OR.”

“Can’t you just put in the tube and then if he’s needs surgery, come ask us?” Mrs. Worthington asked in a trembling voice. Her face was a mask of alarm. Her eyes sparkled with unshed tears.

“Yes, I could, but we would lose a lot of critical time if the bleeding worsens.”

Judge Worthington put his hand on his wife’s arm. “Helena, the doctor knows what she’s doing. Let her do her job.” He looked at Tess, fear and concern pulling his mouth into a taut line. “Do what you need to. Give me the form. I’ll sign.”

Tess handed him the clipboard. “One more thing. I looked through the family history taken in the ER. Has anyone ever mentioned Freddy having trouble with his blood sugar?”

The Worthingtons exchanged glances. “No,” Helena Worthington said. “But my mother had the sugar diabetes. Why? Are you telling me Freddy has it too?”

Tess shook her head. “No. I’m just following up on some of his symptoms.” She took the form back and signed her name to the form before passing it to Becca to sign as a witness. “Y’all can wait in here during surgery. I’ll let you know as soon as we know anything.” To Becca, she said, “OR transport here yet?”

Becca nodded. “Yes, ma’am.”

She opened the door and waved. Three scrub-clad women came into the room with a transport gurney. Grabbing his undersheet, they deftly moved him onto the gurney and out the door.

“I’ll talk to you in a bit,” Tess said and followed her patient to the OR suite.

After tying a mask around her nose and mouth, Tess put her protective glasses back on, and stepped up to the sink to do a scrubbing routine she’d done more times than she could count. As she scrubbed, she watched the staff transfer Freddy to the OR table. Dr. Guy Madison again stood at the head of the table ready to provide the anesthesia support she needed.

As the door to the room opened, she called in, “Hey, Guy. Glad to see you again.”

“Let’s trynot to make these midnight visits a regular thing, okay?” Guy replied with a lift of his eyebrows.

“No kidding. He under yet?”

The anesthesiologist held up one finger. While Tess waited, she called over to the circulating nurse. “Nina. I need this patient’s lab work. Can you check and see if we’ve got it? If not, tell the lab my foot is going to be up someone’s ass. I need those results now.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Nina replied. She headed back to the nurses’ station. Nina was back with a laboratory printout before Tess had finished scrubbing. “Here ya go.” She held up the paper so Tess could read it.

“Thanks.” Tess rinsed and, holding her hands up, backed into the operating room. After accepting the sterile towel to dry her hands, she said, “Guy. Check these lab results. Look at his blood sugar. Report I had was the kid was drunk at the scene. Speech slurred. Stumbling around. Almost incoherent. But no alcohol in his blood. None at all.”

Guy took the results and studied them. “What are you thinking? Some type of diabetic ketoacidosis?”

“Yep,” Tess said as she slid her arms into the second surgical gown of the night. “I’m thinking he got D-five-W in the ambulance, and that helped his blood sugar. What you got running his line?” Nina pulled sterile gloves over Tess’s hands.

“Ringers Lactate.”

Tess nodded. “Good. Okay, ladies and gentlemen, let’s go.”

Unlike her first surgery of the night, this one couldn’t have gone any smoother. The chest tube slid in like a toothpick through a drink straw. The blood flowing in the tube was dark. Definitely not fresh. She attached the chest tubing to the collection chamber, made sure everything was secure.

“If only every surgery went that easy,” Tess said with a smile.

“I’d take it,” Guy replied.

Tess stepped away from the table and ripped off her gown. “I’ll head down and talk to the parents. I’ll meet you all in the recovery room.”

She found the Worthingtons where she’d left them. Their heads snapped up when she stepped into the room.

“All good news,” she said.

Helena Worthington burst into tears. Her husband hugged her. Tess could see him fighting back his own tears.

“Got the tube in with no problems at all. The bleeding is stopped and I’m not expecting it to begin again. Freddy’s in recovery now.”

“Can we see him?” Helena asked.

“Not right now. He’ll be back in here soon. He’ll have a tube coming out his chest about right here.” Tess pointed to her right side under her arm. “It’ll be connected to a box that’ll be hanging on his bed. You’ll see bubbles in the fluid inside that box. That’s normal.”

“Thank you, Doctor Sweeney,” Judge Worthington said.

Tess nodded, relieved to be giving good news this time. Inside her soul, where she’d been gloomy, the smiling faces of the Worthingtons brought light to all those dark places, chasing away her shadows.

“Who is Freddy’s regular doctor? I’m a little concerned about his blood sugar.”

“He sees Dr. Owens,” Mrs. Worthington answered.

Tess went on to explain about low blood sugar and how it can make people appear drunk when they weren’t.

“I’ve heard about that,” the judge said. “Had one guy claim that in my court once. I thought it was just bull.”

“No, it’s very real, judge. I know Dr. Owens. I’ll make sure the nursing staff knows to contact him.”

Freddy’s mother stood and hugged Tess. “I don’t know how to thank you.”

Tess smiled. “I’m glad I was in the hospital.” To both the Worthingtons, she said, “You two need to get some rest. You’ve done everything for Freddy you can tonight. Go home and get some sleep. That’s what he’s going to be doing for a while.”

“Oh, no,” Helena Worthington said. “I couldn’t possibly leave.” She looked at her husband. “You should get some sleep, Frederick. I’ll stay here tonight.”

Tess’s heart ached as she saw and heard the love Helena Worthington had for her family. She envied the woman. The odds were stacked against Tess ever having another baby, and that made her sad. It also drove away most men her age. They all wanted children—their own blood children. Adoption was usually out of the question…or at least that was true of the men she’d dated.

Now was neither the time nor the place for these feelings, so Tess locked them away until she could express them, preferably in private, alone, and in the dark.

The powerful judge took her hand. “Thank you, Dr. Sweeney. We are in your debt.”

She hurried away. The back of her throat ached. The back of her eyes burned with unshed tears. Privacy. She had to find a place and soon. A surgeon never cried in public…never ever.

On the surgery schedule board, she left a note for the morning OR crew to find her in a call room and wake her at six. On the fourth floor, she found an empty call room. She let herself in and locked the door behind her. Falling on the bed face first, she at last let all her suppressed tears flow, soaking the bed linens.

It seemed like the minute she’d finally turned off her brain and dropped off, someone was pounding on her door.

“Dr. Sweeney?”

Tess groaned and pulled her wrist closer to her face, trying in vain to read the numbers on her watch. “What?” Her voice cracked with the word.

“It’s Tia Brown, from the OR. There’s a note on the board to find you and wake you up at six.”

Tess groaned again. She’d forgotten she’d left a wake-up-call note. “Okay. Thanks.”

Six! How could it be six? She’d just shut her eyes. She stood, stretched sore muscles, and pasted a smile on her face. Slapping her emotions back into their secure lockbox, she headed for her first surgical case of the day.

She did four cases, made hospital rounds—taking extra time to check on Freddy, who was doing great—and finished the day seeing post-surgical patients in her office. As awful as her day had began losing the Lloyd child in surgery, the rest of day progressed smoothly. Her surgeries went off without a hitch. Her hospital patients were up and mobile. Her office patients were healing well and most were quite pleased with their progress. So why did she feel the sword of Damocles hanging over her head?


Chapter Four
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About four p.m., the sword finally fell in the form of a telephone call from Dr. Troy Monroe’s secretary. Dr. Monroe wanted to meet with her as soon as possible.

Damn Preston Lloyd. Had he really filed a complaint with the hospital?

At five p.m., she walked into the hospital chief of staff’s office, her heart doing a tachycardic tango with her lungs. Forcing a calm expression on her face—one that did not come close to matching her jumping insides—she tapped on Dr. Monroe’s office door.

“Come in.”

Troy Monroe was Sheriff Kyle Monroe’s identical twin. And even though she’d never been in the same room with the Monroe brothers at the same time, she’d bet she’d know which one was Kyle. However, it still jarred her senses to see a likeness of the man who’d been naked in her bed last night now sitting behind a large and, her opinion, intentionally intimidating desk. Probably overcompensating for an inadequate male package…not that Kyle had that problem. But this guy…

“Good afternoon, Dr. Sweeney.” Troy Monroe stood and gestured to a seat in front of his desk. “Please sit,” he said, retaking his massive leather chair—over compensating again—and putting his desk between them.

Tess took a seat as directed. She waited for Monroe to make the first move. When he didn’t say anything, or at least didn’t speak quickly enough for her, she said, “You called this meeting. What’s on your mind?”

Troy Monroe leaned back in his chair, apparently unaccustomed to doctors not being awed in his presence, or maybe he was accustomed to women being cowed in his office. He hadn’t been chief of staff when Tess had been hired as chief of surgery, but she’d heard rumors that he’d spoken against her hiring to the board.

The board had hired her anyway.

That had been two years ago. She still didn’t know if he felt she was unqualified for the job, or didn’t like a female in a position of authority, or if he’d had another candidate in mind for her job. Regardless, the nurses had clued her in that when Monroe had become chief last year, her surgeries had begun being covertly monitored, but not so clandestine as to keep it off the hospital staff grapevine…a powerful source of information.

Monroe steepled his fingers. “I had a visit from a very distraught parent today.”

She said nothing.

“I’m assuming you know to whom I’m referring.”

Tess leaned back in her chair, crossed her legs, and mimicked his steepled fingers. She swallowed and forced a calm expression on her face. “Tell me more.”

The chief’s face set into a harsh mask. He leaned toward her. His eyes took on a hard glare. “Preston Lloyd was in my office this afternoon. He tells me your inadequate surgical skills failed to save his child after a simple, non-fatal accident.” The muscles in Monroe’s cheeks flexed. “Additionally, he said you were impaired.”

“Impaired?” Tess’s eyebrows shot up. “Impaired, as in exactly what?”

“As in you’d been drinking.”

Tess’s hand slapped the arms of the chairs. “That is a lie.”

“Which part? Your surgical inadequacies or your drunkenness?”

“All of it. Preston Lloyd is full of crap. His son died on the OR table, but we did everything we could do to save him. The damage to all his internal organs was just too much. The child was small for his age and his blood loss was massive. I’m sure Guy Madison would be happy to tell you about our efforts to save the Lloyd child.”

Anger rolled through her. Hot flashes of fury seared her blood. That bastard Lloyd thought he could take her down? Well he had another thing coming.

“And exactly how much had you had to drink last night, Dr. Sweeney?”

“Not a drop.”

Troy Monroe shrugged. “I guess we’ll never know if you’re telling the whole story or not since any alcohol in your system has long since been metabolized. But you had a problem a few years ago, isn’t that right?”

She decided to ignore that dig into her past. She’d been honest with the board about her history when she was hired. Monroe had to have read her personnel record and already knew the answer to his question. The jerk was just trying to unnerve her. It wasn’t going to work.

“Want to know why Preston Lloyd wasn’t in your office first thing this morning instead of this afternoon?” She held up her hand when Monroe opened his mouth to respond. “It doesn’t matter what he told you about why he waited until late in the afternoon to call. The reason was he was drunk as a skunk last night. He couldn’t show up here still intoxicated. He had to go home and get all the booze out of his system.”

This time, it was Monroe who lifted an eyebrow. “And you know this because you drew a blood alcohol? No, wait. No blood was drawn.” He snapped his fingers. “I know. The state troopers at the scene did a breathalyzer and it registered greater than a zero point eight?” He knitted his brows as though confused. “No, that’s not it. So exactly how did you, without any tests, determine our esteemed prosecuting attorney was drunk as a skunk I think you said?”

Her blood boiled with rage. “I have a nose,” she said, jabbing her finger against her right nostril. “I could smell the bourbon.”

“I bet you could,” he said with a smirk. He leaned back in his chair. “Whether Mr. Lloyd was inebriated isn’t at issue. At issue is your performance and whether you were impaired.”

Tess was not going to let this self-righteous prick run her off from a job and town she loved. As she had that thought, she wasn’t sure if the prick in question was Monroe or Lloyd…or hell, maybe both.

She stood. “My surgical skills are outstanding. Lloyd’s child had a bad outcome that had nothing to do with my performance. Everything that could have been done was done. As far as booze goes, I do not drink. Ever.” She picked up her briefcase from the floor. “If you are planning a formal investigation, please let me know now so that I can hire legal representation. If you just are going to nose around in my cases as you’ve been doing over the past six months, feel free. I have nothing to hide. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’ve had a long day.”

She moved to leave.

“Dr. Sweeney.” His voice was like iron.

She turned back but said nothing.

“At this time, I’ll not initiate a formal inquiry. However, I will be talking with the staff involved in the case as well as asking for the child’s autopsy to be done STAT.”

She shrugged. “It’s your time to waste.”

“Yes, it is.”

Closing the door behind her, it was all she could do not to slam it, open it, and slam it again. The arrogant prick. To think that he and Kyle had shared a uterus, parents, and similar upbringing scrambled her mind. It completely defied understanding that Kyle could be so strong and so caring while his twin brother was a condescending, self-important jackass.

She sighed and made her way to her car. If only she could have just one drink. Her mind sent the taste of cold vodka sliding down her throat. Just one drink and the pain would go away. She’d forget her son’s face. She’d forget the day Preston had ordered her to get an abortion. She’d forget today totally.

But one drink always led to another and another and another, until there was nothing left in the bottle. She’d tried losing herself in a bottle once. It hadn’t worked then, so why would it work now?

Because now she was an adult…a different person. A person capable of controlling her impulses. A person with the ability to have a single drink and then set the bottle down.

The short drive home took her past restaurants, grocery stories, drug stores, and two package liquor stores. Ten different places in a ten-minute drive to get a drink or a bottle of vodka.

Damn it. She was a doctor. There wasn’t anything she couldn’t do. Besides, who would know? A short stop would take care of her day nicely.

She pulled into her garage, cut the engine, lowered the door, and just sat there, too depleted emotionally and physically to move. Today had been the day from hell. Dropping her head forward to rest on the steering wheel, she sighed. Her shoulders sagged under the weight of all her stress.

Between surgeries, hospital rounds, and office visits, she hadn’t allowed herself to think about the early morning surgery. Could she have done anything different? Better?

And poor Kyle, just dating her would suck him into a vortex of her problems. She didn’t have ESP nor fortune-telling skills inherited from a long-dead relative, but deep in her gut, she knew a continued relationship with her would threaten Kyle’s career and his bond with his brother. And while she and Dr. Monroe did not like each other much, Kyle loved his brother. He was too good of a man to lose that connection all because of her.

And Preston, damn his soul to hell. Their affair had been hot enough to challenge the sun for dominance. There’d been an unquenchable desire that’d burned like an inferno…until the woman he was divorcing had called to tell him she was pregnant. Talk about a man singing a different song after that.

She pulled herself out of her car and shuffled into her kitchen, carrying the fifth of vodka from the last liquor store before she reached home. Setting it on the counter, she stared at it for a long time before turning her gaze out her bay window toward Happy Jack Lake. A long sigh slid from her lungs. The water. That’s exactly what she needed. Her boat. She could usually find the solitude she needed on the water.

After changing clothes and pouring the entire tray of ice from her freezer into a cooler, she shoved the vodka on top, grabbed the keys to her boat and headed out.
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Preston Lloyd drank so much coffee between three a.m. and noon, he was pretty sure his green eyes had to be brown. But he had to be sharp this afternoon. He had to be his best. He had an appointment with Dr. Troy Monroe, Chief of Staff of St. Michael’s Hospital, something he wasn’t looking forward to. He didn’t like Troy Monroe. The man was conceited. Thought the words doctor and God were interchangeable.

Monroe had been hired by the hospital board after an outbreak of Methicillin-resistant Staphylococcus aureus had caused the death of six hospitalized patients. The public outcry had been damaging to the hospital reputation, not to mention the financial bottom line. The hospital couldn’t afford another public disaster, like an alcoholic doctor on staff.

But Preston didn’t go into any courtroom underprepared. Before he met with Monroe, he had a long telephone conversation with his new friend, Roy McCall, the chairman of the hospital board of directors. McCall had been instrumental in Monroe’s hiring, as well as Tess Sweeney’s. Too bad Preston hadn’t been able to stop Tess’s hiring but he hadn’t had McCall’s ear back then. Now, however, a few choice words in McCall’s ear, and he was ready to take whatever action needed to protect his hospital, as he called it. By the time Preston walked into Monroe’s office for their meeting, he had all his guns loaded with facts, dates, and alcoholic incidents for Tess Sweeney.

That bitch would pay.


Chapter Five
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“I want that Lloyd accident report on my desk today,” Sheriff Kyle Monroe said as he walked through the Diamond Lakes County Sheriff Department bullpen.

“Yes, sir, Sheriff,” the fresh-faced Adams replied. “I’m almost done.”

Kyle rubbed his exhausted eyes and headed for the coffee pot. At this time of the day, the pot had been brewing a good twelve hours since the morning shift had arrived at five. The cup of joe was thick, black, and jarringly strong…just how he liked it. He carried his favorite mug—the one with a gun grip for the handle—back to his desk and dropped like a rock into his chair.

Damn, he was tired. Tucking his chin toward his chest, he rolled his head back and forth, the muscles in his neck making a grinding sound as though filled with sand. After a couple of neck rotations, his neck popped…not that it helped his stiff neck or mood. But at least he felt like he’d accomplished something, which was more than he could say for most of his time today.

“Sheriff?”

Kyle looked up. “What?”

“Here’s our report from the Lloyd accident.” Joseph Adams, the young deputy who’d helped secure the accident scene, set the paper report on Kyle desk.

Even though the accident wasn’t his to investigate, preparing a written report would be a good learning experience for the deputy.

“In a nutshell, what happened?”

The deputy sighed. “We’ve got two different versions of the accident. The Worthington kid said the Lloyd car swerved into his lane and then back but he couldn’t react fast enough to avoid hitting the rear passenger door of the Lloyds’ Lexus. Lloyd says the truck driven by Worthington swerved into his lane and hit him. Both drivers deny using alcohol or drugs, but the Worthington boy was slurring his speech pretty bad. He had a little trouble walking, but he blamed it on hitting his knees during the accident. Lloyd smelled heavily of alcohol but he didn’t appear too drunk.”

“And what about the field breathalyzer?”

Adam’s baby-fresh face reddened. “Sir. Lloyd told us that his wife had been holding a bottle of bourbon that broke during the impact and that’s why he smelled like booze. Lloyd reminded us that he was the county prosecuting attorney and he would never drive if he’d been drinking. He didn’t seem drunk and he needed to leave to be with his son at the hospital.”

“And did you find a broken bottle at the scene?”

“Yes, sir.”

Kyle leaned back in his chair. “Kid, you’re new here, so let me tell you a little fact. The county DA doesn’t have the authority to do anything to you if you are doing your job. In my opinion, field sobriety tests should have been done but…” he shrugged. “the state’s in charge, and if they didn’t do one, not a lot you can do. What about…” He looked at the report in his hand. “What about Frederick Worthington? Did you do field sobriety tests on him?”

“Yes, sir. No alcohol registered on the breathalyzer, but he was unsteady on his feet. Maybe he’d taken some other type of drug. We don’t know.”

“Tell me about the Lloyd child.”

The deputy’s eyes shifted from side to side as he tugged at the collar of his shirt. “Well, sir, Mr. Lloyd claims he and his wife had just picked up their son from the babysitter and were on their way home. He says the boy was secured in a child booster seat. However, when the Worthington truck hit the Lloyd’s car, the child was thrown from the car. Mr. Lloyd claims his son was ejected from the booster seat, but we didn’t find the seat. Mr. Lloyd stated he thought the booster seat had floated away in Ten Mile River.” The deputy shrugged. “Could happen, I guess. The accident was right at the river’s edge, and the water was flowing pretty hard and fast that night from all the rain we’ve had.”

“I want to see that booster seat.”

“We looked, sir.”

“I want Ten Mile checked inch by inch. If that booster seat is there, I want it.”

“Yes, sir.”

“I’ll contact Sheriff Singer’s office. Ten Mile runs right through Whispering Springs. Maybe he can get his deputies to check the river down there for the missing child seat. Let me know if you have any other information about this.”

“Will do, sir.”

“So, who’s telling the truth here?”

“My money is on Worthington, sir.”

“And you figured this out how?” During their conversation, Kyle had been scanning the report. With the exception of not doing a breathalyzer on Lloyd, the deputy and his partner had done a thorough job with their investigation. But he didn’t want to miss an opportunity to teach his deputy.

“Well, sir, I photographed and diagrammed the scene. I measured sixty feet of skid marks matching the tires of Mr. Worthington’s Ford Bronco in the northbound lane. Based on skid-mark measurement and road conditions, I estimated Mr. Worthington’s speed at thirty-six miles per hour.

“I measured tire marks moving from the northbound lane into the southbound and skid marks of seventy-five feet. These marks appear to be from the Lexus driven by Mr. Lloyd. Based on skid-mark measurements and road conditions, I estimated Mr. Lloyd’s speed at fifty-four miles per hour.”

Kyle nodded. “Good job. Hold on while I read your final paragraph.” He adjusted the lamp on his desk to throw more light on the paper and read…

Based upon the facts that are known to me at this time, I am of the opinion that the evidence does support either criminal charges or traffic infraction violations. In this case, a minor child passenger was ejected as the result of the impact and later died. No booster seat was located at the scene, and none has been located at the time of this report. Neither party admits to excessive speed, or reckless or improper driving. However, I am of the opinion that based on the onsite skid-mark analysis, speed was a factor in this case. Additionally, I am of the opinion that Mr. Lloyd crossed the center lane, precipitating the accident. Skid marks at the scene would appear to support this opinion.

“So you think Lloyd was at fault?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Good report. You can go, Adams. We’ll talk later.”

The twenty-something deputy turned to leave, then spun back. “Sir? I want it on the record that I think Lloyd was at fault and that our report will support filing charges.”

“Thank you, Adams.”

Kyle slid the unofficial report into the center drawer of his desk and locked it. He might never need this information, but if he did, he’d have it.

Damned shame for the Lloyds to lose their son. He hoped the state police had a report similar to the one his deputy had prepared. Lloyd might have to deal with a special prosecuting attorney, not to mention a seriously angry and hysterical wife.

He glanced at the clock and arched, stretching his cramped back muscles. It’d been a long day that’d started too early. Six deep gongs rang from the cuckoo clock his receptionist had given him last Christmas. Six p.m.

He’d called Tess a couple of times during the day but she’d been either in surgery or unavailable for his calls. That wasn’t like her, but he wasn’t overly troubled. He knew her day had been as long and demanding as his.

He flipped open his cell and pressed the star key and one, the quick call number he’d assigned to Tess. Her phone rang a couple of times before voice mail picked up. He hung up, not leaving another message.

Not being able to talk to her today meant he’d been unable to assure her that Lloyd’s angry rant had been just that, all rant and hot air. She didn’t know that Preston was more at fault for his son’s death than she’d ever be.

An ache in his gut had eaten at him all day. He should have tried harder this morning to reach her, reassure her, be there for her. Their relationship was new and fragile, easily destroyed by words said, or words not said.

Needing to see her, to hold her, he headed to her house.

He pulled into her drive and parked. A light from her kitchen window drew arcs on the concrete. Good. She was home. He rang the bell and waited. After of a couple of minutes of hearing no movement inside, he rang again.

“She not there,” a tiny voice said.

He wheeled around and dropped his glance. A little blond-headed girl stood there, her thumb plugged snuggly in her mouth. He squatted.

“Hello there, Mattie. Does your mommy know where you are?”

About that time, he heard a frantic voice shouting, “Mattie. Mattie. Where are you?”

“Over here, Connie,” he answered, picking up the little girl and holding her close to his chest.

Connie Blass had moved next door to Tess six months ago. She’d been a single parent with an infant after her husband had been killed in Iraq. He and Tess had babysat Mattie a number of times, both of them taking genuine pleasure in spoiling her rotten. He looked forward to the day he and Tess had their own child to spoil. Boy or girl didn’t matter to him. Tess was wonderful with Mattie. She would make the best mother to as many children as he could talk her into having.

Connie’s round face popped around a bush. “Thank God. I swear, I turn my back for one second…” She hurried across the lawn. “How many times do I have to tell you not to leave our driveway?”

Mattie wrapped her arms around Kyle’s neck. “Mr. Kyle’s here.”

“I can see that,” Connie said. “But that’s no excuse for not minding.”

The little girl squeezed tighter and buried her face into his neck. “I love Mr. Kyle.”

Kyle’s heart swelled inside his chest to the point he could hardly breathe. “I love you too, Mattie, but you have to do what your mother tells you to.” He kissed her cheek and handed her over to Connie. “Here ya go.”

Connie hugged her daughter before lightly patting her behind. “You scared me, pumpkin.”

Kyle glanced toward Tess’s door, which remained closed. “Hey, Connie. You see Tess today?”

Connie nodded. “Yeah. About thirty minutes ago. She flew out of here on that boat of hers like the devil himself was chasing her.” She grinned. “I swear the woman has lake water in her veins instead of blood.”

Kyle nodded. Of course. He should have thought about that. Connie’s description was spot-on accurate.

“Thanks.” He patted Mattie’s back. “You be a good girl.”

Kyle returned to his car wondering where Tess would be on Happy Jack Lake. He knew most of her favorite coves and hiding spots. Would it be a mistake to follow her? Did she really want to be alone? After all, he had left a number of messages today that she hadn’t returned.

On the other hand, given how her morning had started, she might want a shoulder to lean on but was too stubborn to ask him for it. He drummed his fingers on the steering wheel for a couple of minutes before making up his mind.

Kyle tapped his phone on his thigh. He had to find Tess, to talk to her. He scrolled through his stored directory until he found the listing he needed, pressed Send and waited for someone on the other end to answer.

“Deputy Barr,” a deep voice said.

“Mark? Kyle Monroe here.”

“Yes, Sheriff. What can I do for you?”

“You on lake patrol right now?”

“Yes, sir. What can I do for you?”

“I need a lift somewhere. Can you pick me up?”

“Somewhere, like on the lake?”

“Yup.”

“No problem. Where are you now?”

“You know where Dr. Tess Sweeney’s house is located?”

“Sure do.”

“Sounds like you’ve been by there before.”

Deputy Barr laughed. “Once or twice. Asked the lady out once. Got shot down big time.” He sighed loudly. “Anyway, yeah. I know her place. You need me to pick you up there?”

“Yup.”

“Be there in about ten.”

“Works for me. I’ll be on her dock.”

Kyle slipped his phone back into its belt holder. He stepped from his sedan, locked the doors, then headed through Tess’s gate into her yard. He’d first met Tess right here in her backyard, only then, it’d been overgrown with knee-high grass and rose bushes that’d been left to fend for themselves. Tess had reported a break-in and Kyle had responded since he was close.

It’d been hate at first sight. Tonight as he walked along a well-edged flagstone path marked by solar lighting with the scent of blooming roses in the air, he chuckled at the memory.

He’d called her a ball-busting bitch. She’d called him a straw-chewing, red-necked, backwoods Barney Fife. Their paths had continued to cross over the next eighteen months, their public opinions never changing until Kyle had been shot six months ago and Tess had done the surgery that saved his life. When he’d awakened in recovery, Tess had been there. And again when he’d awakened in his room. He’d asked her out repeatedly for months, but she’d refused to see him socially until he was fully cleared as her patient.

They’d only been seeing each other for a couple of months. He hadn’t expected his feelings for Tess to grow so deeply so quickly. It filled him with a mixture of terror and delight.

Kyle walked onto Tess’s dock and sat in the cedar swing to wait. His cell phone’s sharp shrill interrupted his thoughts, the sound echoing across the still water and back as though a multitude of phones had all gone off at one time. He pulled it off the belt holder expecting it to be Tess returning one of his many calls, but the readout said it was Troy Monroe.

“Hey, guy. What’s going on?”

“It’s been a bitch of day,” his brother replied. “How about meeting me at the Water’s Edge for some drinks and bro time?”

The Water’s Edge was the current hot spot to drink and be seen, someplace he and Tess had been avoiding.

“Can’t right now. What happened?”

Troy blew out a long breath. “I’m assuming you’re on top of the Lloyd debacle from this morning?”

“I’m aware of it. The state police is handling the investigation. Why?” Kyle held his breath, hoping that sonofabitch Lloyd hadn’t followed through with his ridiculous accusations against Tess.

“Lloyd was in my office this afternoon, steaming mad. Throwing around words like malpractice and lawsuit. Really went after Dr. Sweeney. You know her, right?”

Kyle forced himself to remain calm. Bastard Lloyd. “You know I know her. She did my surgery six months ago.”

“Right, right. Well, Lloyd claims she was operating under the influence this morning. Said he could smell the alcohol on her breath after the surgery when she came to talk to him and his wife. Said Sweeney holds a personal grudge against him and his wife, and they didn’t think she’d done all she could for his son.”

“Really? Said all that, huh?”

“You know I’ve had my reservations about her as chief of surgery. She’s been a pain in my ass since day one. Always wanting new and better equipment for the operating suites. Wanting more staff. Wanting more money for the staff. Always thinking she knows the best thing to do about everything. I’m thinking my gut was right and the board should have gone with Dr. Cartwright from California. Damn it.”

Kyle could hear his brother taking another drink. Must have started without him.

“Lloyd can really make a shitstorm for the hospital, and frankly, for me too. He’s already pulled Roy McCall in on the situation, and of course McCall is having one of his spastic fits about the hospital’s reputation. McCall wants the situation resolved, like yesterday.”

“Have you talked with Tess—Dr. Sweeney?”

“This afternoon after Lloyd left. She denied everything, of course. Fuck her, Kyle. She’s gone. You know the board hired me to repair the hospital’s reputation. We can’t take any more bad press. Lloyd can make my life a living hell, and I don’t need it, especially over a doctor I didn’t hire and already have reservations about.”

As much as Kyle wanted to defend Tess, especially on the operating-while-under-the-influence-of-alcohol charge, he couldn’t without violating her trust.

“Look, Troy. I think you need to hold off doing anything until the coroner has finished his autopsy and the accident’s final report is done. In my opinion, Lloyd is full of bullshit. He’s covering his own ass. My officers at the scene said he appeared fine but there was an alcohol smell on him and in his car. He claimed the smell was from a bottle of booze his wife was carrying home that broke when the accident occurred. Personally, I think that’s crap.”

“Doesn’t matter. There has to be an informal in-house inquiry about Dr. Sweeney’s performance and conduct. If anything is found, we’ll instigate a formal investigation.”

“Dude. You’ll ruin her career if you start digging around and implying she did something wrong.”

“Can’t be helped. Even if she didn’t intentionally kill Lloyd’s kid on the table, operating while drunk is a major problem.”

“Did you ask her if she had a witness that could verify she hadn’t been drinking?”

“She denies drinking but she didn’t offer up any proof beyond her word.”

Kyle had to bite his tongue from proclaiming her innocence in loud, unequivocal denials. She wasn’t drunk. She doesn’t drink. Lloyd’s actions contributed to his son’s death, not Tess’s surgical techniques. To know all these personal tidbits, he’d have to go public with their relationship, something Tess had asked him not to do.

She did not want their relationship to be fuel for the hospital gossip mill. First, because Kyle had been her patient and she felt she skirted the line dating a former patient, even though their doctor-patient relationship had ended by the first date. And second, she didn’t want the hospital staff or the chief of staff to think she was seeing the chief of staff’s brother as a way to garner favored-nation status when it came to surgery schedules or the department getting its fair share of financial resources.

As she’d told him, her private life was her business. If Kyle wanted to be with her, he had to respect that. He was damned if he said anything and damned if he didn’t.

However Kyle knew Tess had been dead-cold sober when she’d done the surgery. In the months they’d been together, he’d never seen her take so much as a sip of alcohol. She’d passed it off as not liking the taste. He hadn’t believed her but he hadn’t challenged her on it either. When she was ready, she’d tell him everything.

However, his brother’s in-house inquiry, no matter how limited, might reveal aspects about Tess she wasn’t ready to discuss. He had to warn her.

“Bro? You still there?”

Kyle retuned back into the conversation. “I’m here. Just thinking.”

“Sure you can’t meet me for a drink or two? I’m buying?”

“You should buy. You have more money than sense.” Troy laughed, but Kyle meant what he’d just said. If his brother had any sense about him, he’d realize backing Lloyd would be backing the wrong horse. “But not tonight. I’ve got some business I need to attend to.”

“Okay, your loss. The Water’s Edge is crammed with hot women tonight.”

Troy had never been the same after finding his wife in bed with his best friend. It was as if he’d shut the door to anything that might convey a weakness, and that included any type of relationship. That’d been back when they’d been twenty-four. Kyle had been unattached and loved that his brother was back in the bars with him working the ladies. As identical twins, they got a lot of notice.

But Kyle had outgrown that scene. The only scene he wanted was the one that held only him and Tess Sweeney.

“Listen, Troy. I know you don’t usually take my advice—”

“Damn straight. I’m the oldest, therefore the wisest,” Troy said.

“Fine. I’m younger by two minutes, but listen to what I’m saying. Don’t stake your career and reputation on Lloyd’s word. It won’t be a good move, bro.”

“I don’t know what bug you have up your ass about our prosecuting attorney, but the hospital board thinks he’s wonderful. Between a lawyer with influence like Lloyd and a surgeon with an alcoholic history, I’ll take the lawyer.”

Kyle felt like he’d been gut shot. Tess had never mentioned being an alcoholic. Of course, that would make sense given her total abstinence. Still, she should have trusted him with this information.

“What do you mean a surgeon with an alcoholic history? Are you talking about Dr. Sweeney?”

“Damn straight. Lloyd clued me in on that little fact today. If I’d had known that back when you were shot, there’s no way I’d have let her touch you.”

Without being shot, Kyle doubted he’d have ever gotten to know Tess. Without getting to know her, he’d never have fallen so deeply in love with her. If his brother had known Tess’s history, Kyle’s life would be empty now, no Tess and her sparkling eyes. He thanked God Troy hadn’t known.

The roar of an approaching boat drew Kyle’s eye up the bay. The blue lights on the boat were whirling.

“I’ve got to run, Troy. Remember what I said.”


Chapter Six
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Lloyd lifted the fifty-year-old scotch to his mouth, enjoying both the aroma of Scottish smoky peat and the smooth taste as the amber liquid filled his mouth. He’d inherited the scotch from his father. The bastard hadn’t ever even opened the bottle. Only a fool would let liquor as fine as an Ardbeg Islay 1960 remain unopened. A scotch of this quality deserved to be drunk. Of course, his father hadn’t had the refined taste buds that Preston had. Unlike his father, Preston could appreciate the subtleties of this excellent scotch.

He took his seat behind a massive stone desk in his private home office. As promised, he’d faxed a letter to the president of the Texas Medical Board requesting an inquiry into Dr. Tess Sweeney’s actions the night Hunter died. He really should have found a way to stop the hospital from hiring her in the first place.

Damn board chairman McCall, his wife, and her equal-opportunity crap.

Tess’s hiring had been a done deal before Preston had known about it, which was too bad. He probably could have put a stop to it, and then his son would still be alive.

He couldn’t decide if McCall was smarter than he gave him credit for or stupid beyond words. Had McCall known that Tess and him had a past? When McCall had directed the board to hire Tess, had he done that to put a wedge between Preston and McCall’s wife, with whom Preston had been having an affair?, Or was McCall so ignorant as to hire a totally incompetent surgeon.

At this point, it didn’t really matter, did it?

His jaw flexed as he ground his teeth. He’d had such high expectations for his son. Governor, or maybe senator. The boy had been sharp, just like his dad. God knew he hadn’t taken after his mother, and for that, Preston had been thankful.

The thought of his spineless wife made his mouth curl into a snarl. He’d believed he was getting a skilled helpmate, someone with the right political and social connections he needed. Instead, he’d gotten a spoiled, weak whiner. She couldn’t do anything right, from planning an appropriate reception to something as simple as picking out the right Christmas gifts for colleagues.

He tossed back the drink and refilled his glass.

Nothing but a bunch of worthless losers around him.

As soon as he’d dealt with Dr. Tess Sweeney, he’d deal with Constance Lloyd. She was of no use to him now. Barren and socially inept, she’d become a hindrance for the future that awaited him.

He poured another splash of the expensive bottle of scotch before he stashed it behind a row of books. Constance would never appreciate it. No reason to let her find it.

Getting rid of Tess didn’t mean she had to die. In fact, he’d rather she spent the rest of her pitiful behind bars.

And then there was Candy McCall, the hospital board chairman’s wife. She’d become a problem of late. Candy had been good for a fast fuck, but as his next wife? Not hardly. She had to be almost thirty-nine.

No, he’d already looked through the possible replacements and found the perfect woman. Smart. Politically savvy. Socially connected. Belonged to the right political party. The daughter of a well-known state senator. Maybe a little young, but he believed in getting them young and training them right.

He knew what this state needed, and he knew he was the right man for the job. With his intelligence, good looks, and the right woman behind him, nothing could stop him from sweeping easily into the governorship of Texas. He just needed to clean up a little around him.

After tossing the liquid down his throat, he stood to head for bed. Tomorrow would require him to be with his wife all day, picking out a casket, and whatever else people had to do to bury someone. Constance had done all the planning when his father had died, so she’d know what to do…if he could keep her focused. Really, he should carry a small flask in his pocket tomorrow. Just enough to make the day tolerable.


Chapter Seven
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Tess sucked on an ice cube, the melted, cold liquid trickling down her throat. When the conversation with Troy Monroe cycled through her memory, she chomped down hard, shattering the cube into tiny slivers that melted rapidly on her tongue. Her right arm flopped over far enough to snag another chunk of ice. Instead, her fingers wrapped around the cold neck of the vodka bottle. Momentarily, she held on to the glass bottle as though her skin was surgically attached, then she opened her fingers one-by-one and pulled her arm back to the boat’s lounger.

Damn. Just one drink. It’d been five long years since she’d felt the smooth comfort of cold vodka filling her empty stomach, numbing the pain of everyday life. Five years. She could handle one little swallow.

Her hand reached for the bottle but instead delivered a hunk of three ice cubes frozen together. She pushed them into her mouth.

A tear rolled from the corner of her eye, down her cheek, and into her ear. She needed a drink. Really needed it. Wanted it more than she wanted to take her next breath. And that’s why the seal on the bottle remained intact. Intellectually, she knew the human body didn’t require alcohol to survive. Emotionally, she was sure that without a drink within the next five minutes, she would die.

She pulled the bottle from the icy water and sat it on her stomach, watching the clear liquid move sensually around in its container. In the late evening heat, sweat quickly formed on the bottle and soaked through her shirt leaving cold rings on her belly.

One drink would extinguish the burning ache in her gut. One drink would get her through tonight and to tomorrow morning. One drink.

Damn Lloyd. She didn’t deserve the accusation that she hadn’t done her best in the OR. She always did her best.

And damn Monroe too for believing her lying, cheating ex.

She drew in a deep breath and let it out slowly.

Relax. Deep breaths. Concentrate. Feel the gentle rock of the boat.

Well, that new-age crap wasn’t helping at all. If having one drink wasn’t the answer, then what she really needed was a punching bag with Lloyd’s face on one side and Troy Monroe’s on the other. On the other hand, Troy looked just like Kyle, and she could never sock him. Another great plan down the drain.

A couple of jet-skis zoomed past, sending her boat rocking like a baby’s cradle. Closing her eyes, she thought about her day. It’d started early and run late. Her food intake had been minimal, if you count a candy bar for lunch as food. Face it, she was running on fumes, ready to sputter to a stop any moment.

And she was sad, seriously sad. Losing any patient was bad enough, but a child? Losing a child doubled the melancholy. She no longer had a way to get rid of this much misery. She could cry again, but what good would that do? Tears didn’t make her feel any better.

And the vodka? It wouldn’t help. She knew that. She shoved the bottle back into the ice chest.

Resting her head on the seatback, she stared at the twinkling lights she’d hung from the boat’s metal roof. When lit, the tiny LCD lights put out bright sparkles of light. She loved those lights. They always reminded her of the sparkle in Kyle’s eyes when he laughed. His long, lean body when he was naked. The way he strutted instead of walked. Those old jeans that had been washed so many times they were threadbare across his crotch. For the first time today, she felt the corners of her mouth pull upward.

He made her happy. When he was gone, when their affair was over, she would miss him terribly. But in her heart, she knew there would be no husband, no children, no happily-ever-after for her. The best she hoped for in her life was professional success, and now that was being threatened.

In the main channel, a large boat roared past, pulling her from her warm thoughts of Kyle. The racing boat was close enough that his wake sent her boat on another rocking spree. Thank goodness, it hadn’t turned into her hiding place. She didn’t want strangers intruding on her space.

When the memories of this morning shoved their way to the forefront and she could no longer hold them at bay, she shut her eyes and thought about Hunter Lloyd…his tiny body with its soft skin, his little chest moving up and down from the respirator in the OR, the seemingly gallons of blood she mopped from inside his abdomen. The tears leaked out, running down her cheeks, and onto her neck.

It wasn’t fair. That poor child. That bastard of a father. More concerned about his damn career than his family.

Tess dipped the corner of a towel into the icy water and held it against her swollen eyes.

Maybe she wasn’t being fair to Preston. He loved his son. She knew that. This morning’s car accident would haunt him the rest of his life. If she were a vindictive woman, she’d take comfort in his pain, but how could anyone take comfort in the loss of a child? She couldn’t. She’d been there. Still bore the emotional scars as proof.

Tess rolled to her side on the recliner and refocused her thoughts on Kyle. What was she going to do about him? The longer she continued the affair, the harder and more painful it’d be when he left her.

Did she love him? Without question. She wasn’t supposed to fall for the man. Heck, she hadn’t even liked him after their first meeting. But when he’d rolled into the emergency department, she’d felt a gut-load of sympathy for him after he’d been shot during a routine traffic stop he’d made on his way home. A car with no tail lights. A simple traffic stop. The worst thing that might have happened to the driver would have been a warning. Instead he’d walked up to a domestic abuse situation that had gone sideways fast.

She rolled onto her back. A cool breeze ruffled her hair, tossing strands across her face. She wanted to brush them back into place, but she was too relaxed to move either of her hands crossed over her waist. Her eyes drifted shut and she smiled as she remembered their first meeting.

It’d been another long day of fighting with hospital administration to get the funding and equipment necessary to adequately equip the operating suites. Then she’d come home to three broken windows and had reported the vandalism to the county sheriff’s office.

On the way home after work, Kyle had responded to her nine-one-one call. She’d only found out later that he was the sheriff and not a deputy as she had assumed that night.

She’d been tired and angry and a total bitch. She’d called him a straw-chewing, red-necked, backwoods Barney Fife. He’d seemed more amused than angry with her totally off-the-mark description. He’d simply shifted the toothpick in his mouth from the right side to the left and grinned. That had made her even madder.

But her bad mood and insults hadn’t deterred his investigation. Within a couple of days, three sets of parents hauling three boys—ages six and seven—had stood at her door. The boys had been throwing rocks at her house as target practice before the start of baseball. She’d received profound apologies, checks from the parents, and a month of weed-pulling from the three boys. Now ages eight and nine, the boys could be found at her house as often as their own.

Not the best of beginnings to be sure, but that straw-chewing, red-necked, Barney Fife sure had worked his way into her life and into her heart.

She heard a boat approaching but didn’t bother opening her eyes. Whoever it was could find another cove on the lake. She was here first and had claimed this one.

The motor slowed and her boat rocked from the new arrival’s wake. Bastards. Couldn’t they see this spot was taken?

She forced open her eyes, ready to run off the intruders, but the blue light bar on the boat took the words from her mouth. Kyle stood on the front of the marine patrol boat. The boat idled close and Kyle, as comfortable on water as on land, easily jumped onto the front deck of her pontoon boat, sending it rocking again. His cowboy-booted feet landed with a solid thud.

“Thanks, Barr. I’ll take it from here.”

Kyle opened the swing gate and clomped his way through the boat. Tess rolled to her side, propping her head in the palm of her hand.

“Dr. Sweeney,” Kyle said with a grin and touch of his fingers to the brim of his hat.

“Sheriff Monroe. How goes the lake wars?”

“Wet.” He laughed at his own joke for a moment before his face fell into a serious expression. “I’ve been worried about you. Why haven’t you returned my calls?”

She rolled onto her back and closed her eyelids, breaking eye contact. Shrugging, she replied, “Busy day.”

The boat rocked as Kyle joined her. Those cowboy boots were as out of place on her boat as her flip-flops would be on Kyle’s ranch.

His heat and scent wafted around her. Even with her eyes shut, she’d swear she could feel his gaze on her. She glanced up and into his haunting face. “Why are you here, Kyle?”

His stare left her face to pan over the ice chest holding the bottle of vodka before returning to her. “Like I said, I was concerned.”

She drew in a deep breath. “It’s not been opened. You can check if you want.”

“Tess.”

He said her name with such emotion, such caring, she almost broke into tears. “You know, don’t you?”

“It doesn’t matter,” he said. “Just shows me once again what a strong woman you are. Lean up.”

When she did, he threw one leg over the recliner and dropped into the seat behind her. Then he wrapped her in his arms and pulled her tight against his chest. She settled between his thighs and leaned heavily against his broad, firm body. Her head rose and fell with his quiet breathing. His heart thumped in her ear. The aroma of morning cologne was faint, but she could still smell its spicy allure. She sighed, relaxed and enjoyed being held by this strong man.

They sat in silence for a long time. The horizon turned pinkish-orange, then orange, and then the sun dropped behind the mountains. Evening stars popped bright in the inky sky like tiny flashlights in the dark.

Kyle’s lips pressed into the spot behind her right ear. “Ready to talk?”

She rolled her head from side to side on his chest. “Not really.” Then she sighed again. “You know about the booze, don’t you?”

“Know and gossip are two different things. I only know what you’ve told me. Look at me.”

Craning her head to look over her shoulder, she said, “You should get far, far away from me, Kyle. I’m toxic.” She turned back to face the water. “You’re a good—no, a wonderful man. You deserve more than I can give.”

He pulled her tight. “What a pile of dog crap.”

“I’m serious.”

“Me too, babe. I’m not going anywhere.”

She snorted. “You are the most bull-headed man.”

“Yup. So start talking. I know you’re bummed about the Lloyd kid from this morning, but you’ve lost patients before. He isn’t the first, and I doubt he’ll be the last. Why is this one hitting you so hard?”

What could she say? My ex-lover thinks I killed his son out of spite?

“And, yes, I know about my jackass of a brother. But he’ll come around and see how wrong he is.” He kissed her neck. “There’ll be days like this. I want to be there for you when they are.”

Tess fought the tears welling up in her eyes and swallowed hard. Would he feel the same if he knew everything about her past? The decisions she’d made? The effect they’d had on her?

“Tess. Look at me.”

She rolled over until she was lying in his lap looking into his face.

“This just isn’t the loss of a patient or my brother, is it?”

She shook her head, swallowing the heavy tang from nausea coating the back of her throat, the instant flow of saliva on either side of her tongue.

“Trust me.”

But deep down, there was no doubt what was causing the nausea. It was time, time to tell Kyle everything. She didn’t want to. As soon as she did, she knew their lives would change. A man like him deserved better than her, someone who could give him the family and children he wanted so badly. A woman without her past. She pressed her face into his chest.

“Look at me,” he said. His voice was commanding, and she obeyed, pulling her face away from the comfort of his warmth.

“Tell me about you and Lloyd.” She must have paled or flinched, because he said, “I’ve heard the rumors. I know you two have a past, but I want to know the truth, not the idle chatter of bored clerks.”

Tess’s heart rolled at his words. The nauseating tang in her mouth worsened. She pushed away and stood. Kyle caught her hand and squeezed. In support, she suspected, but there was nothing he could do that would make this any easier. She glanced down at their connected hands, sighed, kissed their interlaced fingers, and then pulled her hand away. She walked across the boat, keeping her back to him. This’d be easier if she didn’t have to look at him—as if anything could make it easier.

She took a deep breath and began. “Six years ago, Preston was separated from his wife. They were well on their way to divorce, or at least that’s what he told me. We met and were a lit match to a pile of dry leaves. Instant combustion. I was so young. Alone in the big city with no family and only a few friends. I was flattered when he choice me.”

Her knuckles whitened as she grasped the railing for support. “Looking back, we’d have burned out fairly quickly. But while it lasted…” She shrugged. “Well, you know how the early days of lust can be. We were young, thought we had the world by the balls.” She released the railing, paced a couple of steps away and then back. Never did she look at him. She couldn’t. If he wasn’t wearing a look of disgust yet, he would be in a minute. She had no doubt about that.

“We were all young once. Hell, Tess, at our ages, we all have a past. You don’t have to go on. I get the picture. You and Lloyd had an affair. So—”

“Wait!” Tess said, interrupting him. “There’s more and,” she paused, slapped at the tears on her cheeks and continued. “I want you to hear it all.”

“But—”

“No!” She risked a glance over her shoulder. “Let me finish.”

He nodded and leaned against the seatback and gave her a go-on wave.

“His wife isn’t a strong person. She’d built her life and future around being Mrs. Preston Lloyd.” She gave a quiet laugh. “But I think I might have underestimated her. She talked Preston into going to her parents’ house for the Christmas holidays. Seems she hadn’t told her parents that she and Preston were separated and discussing divorce. She begged him to keep up the front for her parents through Christmas. Preston agreed, but I believe it was because her father was bankrolling his run for prosecuting attorney more than it was any type of devotion to Constance. But he went. Told me they slept in the same room but nothing happened.”

She paused to sniff. These memories stung her heart. Telling Kyle this story, letting him know how stupid she’d been, tied her guts into knots. Her whole body tingled with embarrassment of her foolish belief in Preston’s declarations of love.

“After the first of the year, we took up pretty much where we left off. Then in mid-February, Constance called with the news that she was pregnant. Preston was thrilled. He could just picture the little Preston she was carrying. He told me he loved me and all, but, gee, his wife was pregnant and he felt a sense of responsibility since he was the father after all.” Tess paused to draw in a couple of deep breaths, struggling to control the pain of her heart attempting to carve its way out of her chest. “Well, he moved home. Two weeks later, I found out I was pregnant.” She waited for Kyle to say something, but he didn’t.

He moved to her side and wrapped her in his arms. Over her shoulder she gave him a wan smile, and then turned away and took a few steps away out of his arms. She couldn’t look at him. Not yet. Not with what was to come. Gastric acid bubbled in her stomach, burning her throat as it sloshed its way toward her mouth. She forced it back down with a vigorous swallow.

“I’m not done, Kyle. Sit. Let me finish.”

Rolling her eyes skyward, she blinked quickly, trying to stem the tears.

“Okay.”

The boat rocked as he took two steps back to his seat. Her stomach swayed in time with the boat, worsening her growing nauseous state.

“I didn’t tell Preston I was pregnant. For a while, I wasn’t sure what to do.” She wrapped her arms around her waist, gathering her strength for the next painful segment. Her heart thudded with fear of Kyle’s reaction to the rest of her story.

“Somehow, he found out. I think from my doctor. I can’t be sure, but they were poker buddies.” She dropped her arms down to her side and shrugged. Sighing, she continued. “Doesn’t matter how. The important thing is he did find out and came to my house late one night. Demanded to know if it was true…if I pregnant with his child? At first, I lied and told him it was another man’s child. He didn’t believe me. He’d kept track of me even after he’d moved home. Knew I hadn’t been seeing anyone else. He kept on badgering and badgering me until I finally admitted the baby I carried was his.”

She wrung her hands. The view in front of her blurred from the unshed tears. Sniffing, she continued. “He told me to get an abortion. Said he wouldn’t have bastard children running around the country ruining his good name.” She choked on her snicker. “His good name. What a joke. I told him I would, but—” She swung around to glance at Kyle, to see his face, to see his reaction. He gave her the continue wave, so she did. “I didn’t. Have an abortion, I mean. I knew would never abort my child. Lloyd didn’t know that about me. For all I knew, the baby I carried might be the only child I would ever have. I decided to move away. Have the child and never tell him.”

Catching his gaze for just a moment before turning back to face the water, she said, “I would be a good mother. I know I would.” Then her shoulders sagged from the weight of the story. “So a couple of weeks later, I called his office and told him I’d had an abortion. The bastard mailed me a check for five hundred dollars. I tore it into little pieces and mailed it back.” She smiled, remembering how good it had felt to shove his precious money back in his face, even if it turned had out to be a major mistake on her part.

“So, where’s the child?” Kyle asked in a quiet voice.

This time, there was no holding back the tears. Her eyes simply overflowed. “I lost the baby. When Preston got the check torn to pieces back, he came to my house. He was furious. Out of his mind. He knew I hadn’t gone through with an abortion. He…he hit me. Slapped me, first. Knocked me into a table. I tried to protect my baby the best I could. He said if I had this baby, he’d make sure the courts knew how unfit I was as a mother. He’d take the child and put it up for adoption.”

“That sonofabitch hit you? Now you’ve given me another reason I need to kill the bastard. You should have called the cops, babe.”

“I couldn’t. I was scared to death of him, so I ran. What else could I do? I had nothing. No money. No job. Huge medical school bills. Nobody I could turn to for help. The closest large medical community was Memphis, so I headed there to look for other job opportunities. Two days after I got there, I began bleeding. There was nothing anyone could do. The baby, my son, was too small, too premature. There were complications with the delivery. Some excess bleeding. Some damage to my uterus.”

She hiccupped, then turned to face him, terrified that she’d just destroyed her future, their future. The muscles in her legs threatened to give way. She leaned on the boat’s side rail for support.

“So that’s why Preston thinks I killed his son this morning, as sort of a get-back-at-him move, I guess.” Looking over her shoulder, she said, “I didn’t. I wouldn’t.”

Kyle walked to her and enfolded her in his arms. “Good lord almighty, Tess. I know you wouldn’t. You don’t have it in you to kill. The man’s an asshole and a liar.”

“Liar?”

“Come here and sit. Let me tell you what I know.”

They resumed their positions on the boat’s recliner…him in the back, her sitting between his legs. He pulled her against him again.

“I’m pretty sure Lloyd was at fault for the accident.”

“Why? How do you know?”

“I don’t yet, but we’ll get to the bottom of this. What we do know is that no child booster seat has been found, not at the scene, and so far not in Ten Mile River. I think Lloyd’s lying. I think his son was asleep in the back seat unrestrained. I think Lloyd was driving drunk. When the two cars hit, I think his son was thrown from the car as he said, but I don’t believe the booster-seat nonsense.”

“Oh,” she said, sitting up. “Let me say that I’m pretty sure the Worthington kid wasn’t drinking and hadn’t taken any drugs. Off the record, there was nothing at all in his blood. I had to take him to surgery this morning for a chest tube and I had to know. I’m not telling you this, of course.”

“Of course,” Kyle said. “Never heard a thing, but thanks. I can get those hospital records if we need them.”

“Good,” she said, settling back against his chest feeling a tad guilty she hadn’t told him the whole story about the miscarriage and her probable infertility. But for now, for tonight, she’d take the comfort he was offering and deal with the rest of her history later.

“So, as I was saying, I don’t believe for one minute that your abilities had anything to do with the child’s death, and I told my brother that tonight.”

She flinched at the mention of Troy Monroe. “Yes, well, your brother isn’t my biggest fan.”

“And he should be,” he said. “You saved my life. He should be offering you a lifetime appointment.”

She shrugged. “Not all men like the idea of female surgeons. Somehow we are a threat to their masculinity.”

“That’s crazy.”

“Maybe, but I’ve still faced it for years.” She turned to look at him. “You didn’t tell him about us, right? I mean, that could do nothing to help.”

“I’ve told him nothing.” He leaned forward and kissed her. His lips were warm and soft. His tongue traced her bottom lip and she opened to let him in. He stroked along the edge of hers as their two tongues tangled. When the kiss finally ended, he pressed his forehead against hers. “But I think it’s time to go public.”

“No! Not now.” She pulled back. “You’re up for reelection. Lloyd is out for blood. He can go after me. That’s fine. I can take it, but I won’t let him ruin you too in the process of trying to take me down. No way.”

“My tough gal,” he said with a chuckle.

“I’m serious, Kyle.”

“Me too, babe. Serious about you. And I want the whole world, or at least our little corner of the world to know.”

“Kyle…”

He kissed her again, this time long and slow and deep. While his hands slipped under her T-shirt and his thick fingers caressed her breast, she sighed.

She nibbled and kissed along his jaw until she reached his ear. Using the tip of her tongue, she traced the outer fold of his ear. “Not fair,” she whispered in his ear. She felt the tremor as it shook him, and she smiled. Soft words in his ear were one of his definite weaknesses. “You know I can’t think when you touch me like that.”

Returning her torture with a little of his own, he pushed her bra up to fondle her, skin touching skin, one of her weaknesses. “I don’t play fair when there’s something I want,” he whispered in her ear, sending an army of goose bumps marching down her spine. “And you, lady, are something I want.”

She struggled out of his arms and stood. “I…I’m developing feelings.”

“Feelings? Hell, Tess. I’m falling in love with you.”

His words, which should have made her happy, instead stirred up a sadness down deep.

“You need to hear the rest of the story.”

“Whatever it is, it won’t matter. We’ll face it together.”


Chapter Eight
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Preston’s day pretty much went to hell the minute he got out of bed. Constance had sniffed and whimpered all night. He’d barely gotten any sleep at all.

When they’d arrived at Diamond Lakes Funeral Home to make arrangements, he was stunned to discover his son’s body hadn’t been released yet. Another example of the ineptitude of the local medical community. Regardless, they had an appointment with the funeral director, and Preston was nothing if not a man of his word.

His wife had been no help at all in planning Hunter’s funeral. She’d spent the entire time crying and going through tissues like she did his money. The brainless twit didn’t seem to realize that Hunter was his son also and maybe, just maybe, he was suffering too and could use some support. But no. It was all about her and her grief. Heaven forbid anyone give him a thought.

Arrangements made, he’d dropped his wife off at home and told her he was going to the office for a couple of hours. She’d just nodded and gone inside their house. He’d shaken his head in disgust at his clueless spouse. What grieving father would go to the office on the same day he made funeral arrangement for his only son?

He’d driven over to his girlfriend’s house. Deidra would understand what he was going through. She always did. Plus, she’d know exactly who to contact at the newspaper to drop a discrete whisper about an alcoholic doctor practicing at St. Michael’s.

He made a mental note to speak with Sheriff Monroe. Even though the state police was in charge of the accident investigation, Monroe was up for reelection and Preston was sure Monroe could use some of his influence and money. In return, Monroe would put a word in with the state police and the accident report would say what it was supposed to.

After all, any sheriff worth his salt would want a good working relationship with the prosecuting attorney.

And while he was thinking about it, he needed to get his secretary to make a lunch date with the Dallas regional representative for the Texas State Police. Since it was a female, he was fairly certain, as far as the accident report went, that he could get her to see his version of events from that night.

As he lay in Deidra’s bed while she gave him a blow-job, his mind continued to throw ideas at him, ideas on how to get both Tess and Candy McCall out of his life in one fell swoop… two birds, one stone, so to speak. Dangerous, yes, but also so brilliant he couldn’t believe he hadn’t thought of it until now. What if Tess shot Candy, a disgruntled, rejected old lover shooting the new lover? Or better yet, what if Tess shot Candy as payback to the hospital chairman for not backing her in this latest fiasco with Hunter? Either way, he was the prosecuting attorney. He could frame the case however he wanted. Hell, he even knew where Tess kept her gun. Bedside table, right side.

Now to get Candy to Tess’s house for the final act.

Holding Deidra’s head firmly, he thrust down her throat until he came with a grunt and groan.

“Good one, baby,” he said. “Love you loads.”


Chapter Nine
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On Monday morning, Tess woke to thunderstorms and pouring rain. Like she’d done since she was a child, she slid back under the covers, pulling them up to her chin and lying there enjoying the cracks of lightning and the booms of thunder. When her phone alarm gonged, she sighed and rolled over to grab it off her table. After hitting snooze at least three times, she pulled herself from bed and headed for the shower. She had surgery this morning, and if she could make up the snooze time, she might be able to do her rounds before then.

As she pulled from the driveway, she opened her door far enough to snag the plastic-covered Diamond Lakes Times. She wedged it between her seat and the door. No time to read it this morning.

She walked into the surgery suite at six a.m. The usually friendly staff was subdued. No one wanted to meet her gaze. Oh, they replied when she said “good morning,” but they quickly went back to whatever they were doing. It even appeared the staff were lookng for something to do rather than chat with her.

“Morning, Tess.”

Tess turned and smiled at Guy Madison. “Good morning, Guy. Did you have a nice weekend?”

He raised one eyebrow. “Have you seen today’s paper?”

“No. I was running a little late this morning. Why?”

He hooked his arm through hers. “Come with me.”

“What’s going on?”

Guy didn’t answer. He led her to the physicians’ lounge, which happened to be empty at the moment.

“You need to read the article on the first page.”

“Why? What does it say?”

Below the fold was an article about an unnamed female surgeon accused of operating on a child while under the influence. The article didn’t name Tess, but she was the only female surgeon on staff at St. Michael’s. It wouldn’t take a genius to know who the paper was referring to. But where did they get their information?

As she read the account of Friday night’s tragic accident—which put blame solely on the Freddy Worthington—Tess could see Preston’s fingerprints all over. This was, without doubt, his version of the story. He knew about her history with alcohol. He knew too many of the details in the story for him not to be the unnamed source close to the investigation. Bastard.

“Son of a bitch,” she muttered.

“It’s libel, pure and simple.” Guy rubbed her shoulders. “I know that’s all bullshit. So does every person in the room that night. Lloyd ought to know better than this.”

“Maybe, but where’s his name in this article, other than as a victim from the accident and the grieving father of a dead son? I’ll never prove he talked to the press. Never. You know how they protect their sources.”

The door to the lounge opened and head nurse Kelly Franco entered.

“Good morning, Doctors. Dr. Sweeney. I need to have a word please.”

“I’ll go,” Guy said.

“No, stay,” Tess said, wondering if she would need a witness for this conversation latter.

Kelly Franco sighed. “I am so sorry, Dr. Sweeney. Your patients for this morning have requested another physician do their surgeries.”

Tess stumbled backwards, prevented from falling only when Guy caught her shoulders. “Excuse me?”

Kelly shrugged. “I think it was the article in the paper. One patient withdrew his permission for surgery. Another called this morning to reschedule. I just hung up the phone after talking with your third scheduled patient, who voiced concern over the article in the paper. I assured her the paper had it wrong, but…” A sheepish expression flashed across her face. “She’s asked for a different surgeon. Are you aware that Dr. Monroe has asked to meet with the staff who worked with you this past weekend?”

Tess massaged her neck, which did nothing for the tension building there. “No, but I’m not surprised. Internal investigation, huh?”

“I haven’t been notified,” Guy said.

“You will be,” Kelly said. “Have you checked your emails?”

“No.” He pulled a cell phone from his front pocket and loaded his most recent messages. “Damnation.” He clicked, read, and then gave another, “Damnation. It’s here.”

“I’m sorry.” Kelly’s face was a mask of embarrassment and pity. It was the pity that almost did Tess in.

“Don’t worry about it. I hate you’re being drawn into something like this when neither of you deserve it. I’m sure it’ll all be worked out.”

Damn Preston. If she could only change the past.

Tess rearranged the strap of her tote bag. “Thanks for letting me know about my patients. I’ll go do my rounds now.” She left the doctors’ lounge with her head held high. She wasn’t going to let that SOB Lloyd make her cry.

The hospital floors were alive with residents and medical students making rounds, updating charts, and giving reports to attending physicians. She pulled Freddy Worthington’s chart, checked his latest vital signs and lab reports and headed for his room. She knocked then entered. Judge Worthington stood when she entered.

“Good morning,” she said, forcing a cheerfulness she didn’t feel into her voice. “How’s our patient today?”

“Morning, Dr. Sweeney. He’s doing good.”

Freddy was still asleep, which wasn’t surprising given the early hour.

“His lab reports are good. How’s he doing with the insulin injections?”

The judge smiled. “Better than I thought.”

“I can answer for myself,” a groggy voice retorted.

“Morning, sunshine,” Tess said. She stepped closer to the bed. “How are you feeling?”

Freddy pushed himself upright. “Better. I hate those shots, but I feel a lot better than I have in a while.”

“Good. From my standpoint, I have no reason to keep you any longer. I’m discharging you from my care. If your internist agrees, I think you’ll go home today.” She smiled. “I’m glad you weren’t hurt too badly on Friday night. Take care.”

“Thank you, Dr. Sweeney,” Freddy said.

“You’re very welcome.”

“Dr. Sweeney,” Judge Worthington said. “Can I have a word with you outside?”

“Certainly. Nice to meet you, Freddy.”

Fred Worthington followed her into the hall. He wasted no time getting to his point. “I assume you’ve seen today’s newspaper.”

Tess’s gut rolled with anxiety. “I have.”

“It’s all bullshit.”

She nodded. “I know it and you know it, but the public?” She shrugged. “It’ll be front page today with the retraction or story correction on page five in a few days.”

“I’m not sure. I’ve had Lloyd in my court. He’s like a pitbull when he gets his mind set. I think you’d better get yourself a lawyer.”

“Thanks, Judge, but I don’t think it’ll go that far.”

Worthington pulled his business card from his pocket. On the back he’d written a name and phone number. “Call this guy. Best criminal attorney in the state.”

She took the card, still sure she’d never need it. “Really, I appreciate your concern, but I’m sure this will die out soon.”

He took her hand and held it for a minute. “You probably saved my son’s life. I’ll always be in your corner. If you need anything, and I mean anything, don’t hesitate to call. My home and office numbers are on that card. I’m serious, Dr. Sweeney. Call me.”

She put the card in her pocket. “Thanks, Judge. I appreciate your concern.”

By the time she reached her office, she wasn’t sure if she should be concerned that Judge Worthington thought she needed a lawyer…and a criminal one at that. Her phone beeped a text message alarm before she could unlock her door. Expecting it to be Kyle, she was surprised at the message.

Meet me in my office at eight a.m.

Troy Monroe

Well, crap. Nothing good ever came out of that man’s mouth or his office. It was seven-thirty, and with no surgery today, she had time to brew a cup of coffee for her caffeine fix.

At five minutes to eight, she walked into the chief of staff’s office. His secretary hadn’t arrived yet, but his door was ajar. She wasn’t one to pry, but it was difficult when angry male voices were so clearly audible.

“This is a hospital matter. You have no business sticking your nose in.”

“I know Tess Sweeney. She wouldn’t operate if she’d been drinking.”

“I understand why you’d support her. She did your surgery six months ago. You feel indebted to her. I get that, but Friday was a totally different situation. I can’t have an impaired surgeon operating. I just can’t. Hell, the gossip about the embezzlement under the last administration is just dying down, not to mention the firestorm about those pictures of the OB residents having basically a sex orgy in the on-call rooms. No. I have to nip this in the bud.”

“She wasn’t drinking on Friday. Trust me.”

“And you know this how?”

Tess knocked on the door, interrupting before Kyle could speak. “Good morning. I believe we have an appointment at eight.”

Troy Monroe glared at her like she was dog poop on the bottom of his shoe. “This is a private conversation, Dr. Sweeney. You can wait outside.”

“No, I don’t think so,” Tess said, walking into Monroe’s office. “If it were that private, your door should have been shut.” She closed the door firmly. “There. Now it’s private. However, I was unaware we had a criminal situation that required bringing in Sheriff Monroe.”

Kyle took a step toward her, but she stopped him with a look.

“Not criminal, or at least not yet,” Troy Monroe said. “As you are fully aware, operating under the influence is a serious charge, a criminal charge.”

“And yet, you have only the word of a grieving father who most likely contributed to his son’s death.”

Troy’s gaze slid to his brother and back to Tess. “Whether Lloyd was at fault totally, or even played a contributing factor, in the death of his son isn’t our concern.” He waved to the chair in front of his desk. “Please sit.”

“No, thank you. I believe I’ll stand.”

The Monroe twins were too much of Southern gentlemen to sit while she stood, so they remained standing.

“Fine. As you know, Preston Lloyd has reported you to this office, to the hospital’s chairman of the board, and the Texas State Medical Board. In his complaint, he alleges you performed surgery on his son while intoxicated.”

Tess crossed her arms. “And that is bullshit.”

Troy shrugged. “Maybe. Maybe not. The problem is your alcoholic addiction history. Ninety percentage of alcoholics relapse, and that’s his assertion.”

She stiffed her back. “Probably closer to fifty or sixty.”

“Still, I can’t take the chance, especially since you’re not only on staff but in a position of authority.”

Kyle stepped forward. Tess’s gaze whipped toward him and she narrowed her eyes in a warning to stay quiet. Either her glare needed work or he simply ignored her.

“She wasn’t drunk,” he growled at his brother.

“Kyle…” Tess rested her hand on his forearm. “Let it go.”

“I won’t,” he said, putting his hand over hers.

“What’s going on here?” Troy asked, his eyes wide with disbelief.

“I’ll tell him.” Tess faced Troy Monroe. “Your brother and I have been seeing each other for the past eight weeks or so.”

“Is this true, Kyle?”

“Yup.” He squeezed Tess’s hand. “I’ve wanted to tell you, but Tess didn’t want you to think she was courting favors with you by dating your brother.”

Troy gave a harsh laugh. “I’m sure. Good Lord, Dr. Sweeney. Dating a patient. Is there any medical standard you won’t break?”

“He was long discharged from my care before we had our first date. There was no medical tenet broken.”

“So my brother is your alibi for Friday night? He’s the proof you weren’t been drinking? An ex-patient who owes you his life and has publically stated he’s indebted to you? An ex-patient you’re now sleeping with? I assume you are sleeping together.”

Tess’s nose rose a little. “We take a break from fucking to sleep every now and then.”

A red flush rose up Troy’s neck to his face.

“Tess.” Kyle put his arm around her shoulders. “Troy. She wasn’t drinking on Friday or any night that we’ve been together. I’ve never seen her take as much as a sip of alcohol. As I tried to tell you on Friday, you’re backing the wrong horse if you put your chips on Lloyd. He’s a liar, a womanizer, and probably guilty of his son’s death.”

Troy dropped heavily into the large, leather chair behind his desk. “Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.”

Tess and Kyle exchanged glances, and then Tess walked over to the edge of Troy’s desk.

“I’m assuming there is an autopsy being done on Hunter Lloyd?”

“Yes. I ordered one as soon as Lloyd left my office on Friday.”

“I’m sure it will back me up regarding the severity of his injuries. There’s nothing I can do to prove there was no alcohol or other drug in my bloodstream that night.”

“I’m interviewing the OR staff you worked with that night.”

Tess nodded. “Good. And talk to Judge Fred Worthington and his wife. I spent a lot of time with them.”

“True, but at least a couple of hours had passed since you arrived at the hospital.”

“Fine, do whatever you need, but I’m telling you, I wasn’t drunk.”

“And I’m backing her up,” Kyle said from behind her.

“Until this issue is resolved, I think it best if you take a couple of days leave.”

Tess placed her hands on his desk and leaned forward. “You’re putting me on leave?”

“Yes, pending the outcome of my internal investigation.”

“You’re such an ass, Monroe. Your own brother backs my story.”

“My brother’s head has been turned by a pretty woman before.”

“Hey!” Kyle said. “I won’t have you questioning me or Tess regarding our honesty.”

Troy shrugged. “Until I have a decision, Dr. Sweeney, please let your staff handle your cases. I understand you had some cancellations this morning?”

Tess’s head almost split from grinding her teeth. “Yes.”

“Exactly,” Troy said smugly.

“I will not take a leave of absence. That’s as much as an admission of guilt. I have plenty of administrative work to keep me busy.”

“Fine, but no patient care until the situation has been resolved.”

“I don’t think you’re being fair, Troy,” Kyle said. “Tess is totally innocent here.”

“Then my investigation will bear that out.”

“Is that all?” Tess asked, her lips pulling into a tight line.

“That’s it.”

Tess turned on her heel and marched from the office, the anger inside growing like a stoked furnace.

“Tess. Wait.” Kyle hurried after her. When he reached for her, she stepped away.

“I think it might be better if we didn’t see each other for a while,” she said. “There’s no reason to give Lloyd another target for his revenge.”

“Don’t be ridiculous.”

“I’m not being ridiculous. I’m being sensible. You’re up for reelection against one of your own deputies. Lloyd wants this to be nasty. I don’t want you sucked into my cesspool.”

“Tess, babe—”

“Please, Kyle. Don’t make this harder on me than it already is. I can’t worry about you while I’m treading professional water.” She kissed him. “Understand I’m doing this for both of us.”

She rushed into the hall and down the staircase before he could follow.
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Kyle’s gut twisted. Damn woman was going to drive him nuts. He glanced at his brother’s office door but decided any other discussions about Tess’s state on Friday night would be fruitless.

And if Tess thought he would walk away from her willingly, she had it all wrong.

As he headed for the hospital exit, he pulled his cell phone from his pocket. “Adam. Any luck finding that missing booster seat from the Lloyd accident?”

“No, sir. Vaughn and I have been up and down the creek. Found lots of trash but no booster seat.”

“Have we heard anything back from Sheriff Singer whether anything was found in Whispering Springs County?”

“Not yet, sir.”

“I’ll call Singer.”

“Thanks, sir. And I had another idea.”

Kyle slid his sunglasses on to block out the bright Texas sun. “Okay. Shoot.”

“My nephew’s boy scout troop is working on badges. I was thinking they could do a Ten Mile River clean-up project. Maybe the department could supply a deputy or two to work with them. Make a big deal out of it.”

Kyle smiled. “That’s a great idea. We’ll donate those bright orange bags the department has.”

“Thanks, Sheriff. I’ll call my brother tonight.”

“Great. Keep me in the loop.”

Deep in his soul, Kyle knew the clean-up wouldn’t produce that missing booster seat because he was sure there was no missing seat.


Chapter Ten
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Kyle called Tess when he got back to his car and wasn’t surprised when she didn’t pick up. She was, without doubt, the most bullheaded woman he knew, and yet, there was a kindness in her soul outside of medicine that she didn’t show many people. He’d seen it when he’d awoke after surgery with the ever-so-proper Dr. Sweeney sitting by his bed, his hand grasped in both of hers. Of course, she’d immediately jerked her hand away and started taking his pulse. His heart warmed at the memory.

When her voice mail message instructed him to leave a message, he said, “Hey, babe. Don’t let my brother or that ass Lloyd get you down. I’m here for you. We’ll come out the other side. Talk to you later.” He paused and then added, “Love you, Tess.”

A couple of minutes after he disconnected, his phone dinged with a text message.

I need some time. Please don’t call me. And please, don’t love me. Better yet, move on. Find someone else. I can’t drag you into my mess.

Silly woman. Find someone else? Why would he do that after he’d had the best in her?

Nonetheless, he’d give her a couple of days. It wasn’t as if he didn’t have enough to do to get the bottom of everything. He wondered if Lloyd had any past driving infractions, especially a DUI.

He started his truck and headed for his office. At least he had something he could do.
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The next couple of days passed in a haze of internet searches, paperwork, and general sheriff office drudgery. Of course, the numerous mutilated and spray-painted Kyle Monroe for Sherriff signs were a little different. He had his suspicions about who was behind the destruction of his signs but for now he let it go.

Tess never called. That didn’t shock him. He sent her a text every night with the same general message…Miss you. Love you. I’m here when you’re ready.

Apparently, she wasn’t ready. That was okay. It’d taken him thirty-eight years to find the right woman, plus months of asking her out before she accepted. He could wait for her to realize he wasn’t going anywhere.

On Thursday, Sheriff Singer called from the next county over. The local judge and he had rounded up some nonviolent law breakers who were happy to clean Ten Mile River for time served. To no one’s surprise, no child booster seat was found. Lots of trash, a couple of waterlogged tires, and even one old bicycle, but no child seat.

The state police had assigned a special prosecutor to the case, making sure this would drag on forever. In some way, Kyle wished he still had the case. On the other hand, he wanted Lloyd to go down for killing his son. Even Kyle could see that he had a conflict of interest. No doubt Lloyd’s attorney would have used that conflict to stir up all kinds of doubts.

Friday started off like every other day that day. No calls nor messages from Tess. He wasn’t surprised. The local news rag had run daily articles about the tragic death of Hunter Lloyd. Local, and then national news outlets had picked up the story of the death and accusations of an impaired doctor performing surgery. However, the national news outlets had used the story to do in-depth reminders to parents on the need for car seats for children.

Today would be the last day Kyle was going to allow radio silence to continue. Maybe this afternoon, he would kidnap Tess away to the family ranch and grab them a couple of horses. Nobody could stay in a bad mood on the back of smooth riding quarter horse.

“Sheriff.” The desk clerk shoved her head into his office. “Your brother is on line three.”

“Thanks.” Kyle lifted the receiver. “Troy. What’s up?”

“Thought maybe you’d meet me for a late lunch, say about one?”

“Sure. Where?”

“The Water’s Edge work for you?”

Kyle shook his head. His brother was on the prowl for some weekend companionship. Kyle didn’t miss that scene at all. Tess was the only woman he needed for the rest of his life.

“Sure. See you there.”

At a little after one, he pulled into the Water’s Edge and parked next to his brother’s black Mercedes coupe. That car probably cost twice as much as Kyle made in a year as sheriff, not that his salary was all that important to him. His maternal grandparents had done quite well in the oil business, leaving Kyle and his four siblings quite comfortable financially. Only his younger brother had flittered away a portion of his inheritance, but Beau had wised up before his entire nest egg was gone. Kyle rarely touched his trust fund. The nice thing about having money was knowing it was there if he needed it but not really requiring it to live. He did fine on his sheriff’s pay.

Troy was seated at a window table, his hand wrapped around a dewy glass of iced tea. Kyle was taken aback to see his other siblings around the table. He laughed to himself. An intervention was his guess.

“Good afternoon, family,” he said, dropping into the one vacant chair. “This is a surprise. Are we having a family meeting?”

He let his gaze fall on his sister, Risa…the weakest link when it came to keeping secrets.

“Um,” Risa said. “Troy thought—”

Troy cleared his throat.

“I mean, we thought maybe we should talk about your job.”

Kyle arched an eyebrow. “My job?” His gaze slid over to his youngest brother. “Really, Beau? You’re worried about my job?”

A flush climbed up Beau’s neck. “Um, we…” He looked at Troy and back. “We know how much you like being sheriff and would hate if, um, something were to interfere with that.”

Beside him, Troy lifted his sweat-laden iced-tea glass to his lips, his hands as steady as a rock. Kyle loved his family but obviously his twin hadn’t given up the notion of getting Tess out of his life.

“I’m guessing that you’ve all seen the newspaper articles this week,” Troy said, then dapped his cloth napkin to his lips.

Kyle glared at his siblings, intimidating only the youngest three. Troy met Kyle’s glare with a sarcastic lift of his eyebrow.

“Dr. Sweeney is being not only a pain in my ass, but she’s become a real liability to the hospital.”

The waitress came by and Kyle ordered coffee. Although he was sorely tempted to walk out, that wouldn’t solve anything. Maybe if he stayed, he could get his three younger siblings into his boat and the four of them could tell Troy to go jump in the lake.

“Let me tell you all something,” Kyle said. He leaned on the table and aimed a particularly mean glare at his twin. “If I have anything to say about it, Tess Sweeney will be around in this town and in my life forever. Forever. Get it?”

His brother Heath nodded. “Good. I like Dr. Sweeney. Hell, the whole family owes her for saving your worthless hide. I tried to tell Mr. High and Mighty here”—he indicated Troy with a lift of his chin—“that he was barking up the wrong tree both with this family meeting and with trying to get Dr. Sweeney fired. Go on, Dr. Jackass. Tell our brother what your little hospital investigation showed.”

Troy’s back stiffened.

“Let me guess,” Kyle said. “You found she did nothing wrong.”

“Well, I’ll just say that the staff couldn’t confirm nor deny whether she’d been drinking that night.”

“Bullshit.” Kyle slapped the table top and shoved his chair back with a loud screech on the wooden plank floor to stand. “I can, and you don’t trust me? I told you I’d been with her all evening. She hadn’t had a drop to drink.”

Around them, other late lunch patrons were beginning to turn toward the noise.

“Sit down,” Beau said. “Don’t make a scene.”

“Which is exactly why we met here, isn’t it? So you could try to control me?”

“Please sit down, Kyle,” Risa said. “Please.”

Kyle sat, but the gritting of his teeth was starting to give him a major headache. “Troy. I’m warning you. If you do anything to Tess, I will never speak to you again in this lifetime.”

Troy rolled his eyes. “Please. So dramatic over some woman.”

“That’s enough,” Heath said. “You two may be three years older than me but you’re acting like a couple of high schoolers.” He turned to Kyle. “I don’t think the rest of us were aware of how serious you’d become about Dr. Sweeney. Troy said you had a mild infatuation, but I’m thinking he undersold what’s going on.”

“Well now you know. One of these days, I’m going to marry that woman, so he—and you three—need to understand that.” He looked at Troy. “Weren’t you going to order an autopsy?”

“Lloyd didn’t want one done.”

Kyle snorted. “I bet he didn’t”

“Didn’t matter. State police ordered one.”

“And? Holding out on me, brother?”

Troy blew out a long breath. “Severe trauma from being ejected from the car. Massive internal injuries and bleeding. Basically, it was amazing the kid lived long enough to make it to the OR.” He shrugged. “Combined with the staff reports, looks like Sweeney did what she could. I’ve turned everything over to the state police per their request.”

“God, you’re a jerk. If you weren’t my brother—worse my twin—I’d take you outside to the parking lot and put a dent in that perfect nose of yours.”

“I’m just trying to watch out for you.”

“Ha.” Kyle glanced around at his three other siblings. “What exactly did Troy tell you to get you all here?

Risa leaned on the table. “Not what I’m hearing tonight. Not even close.” She held Troy’s gaze, apparently not fazed by his glare. “Alcoholic doctor, check. Not serious, check. Probably going to get rid of her from hospital so it’d be better if you moved on, check.” She moved her gaze to Beau and then Heath. “The same?”

The two men nodded.

“Then let me be frank. I’m in love with Tess Sweeney. If she’ll have me, I plan to marry her.”

Surprise opened Risa’s eyes wide. “How can you be so serious and not brought her around to meet Mom and Dad?”

“I’ve met her,” Beau said.

“Me, too,” said Heath.”

“How? When?” Risa demanded.

“She’s been riding at the sables for the past year or so. Always requests Blaze,” Beau explained. “Since I’m usually in the stables, I take care of her. We”—he indicated Heath with a head tilt—“were a little nervous about giving her Blaze. You know how he can be with new people but he and Tess connected immediately. She saddles Blaze herself and unsaddles and grooms him when she gets back.”

“I told her she didn’t have to do that,” Heath said.

“Well.” Troy snorted. “Looks like she had her eyes on our brother for a long time…longer than he even he knew.”

“You’re way off-base,” Kyle said. “She’s a rider. There aren’t that many stables that rent horses in our area.”

“But there are others,” Troy said.

“True, but we have the most acreage for riding.”

Troy shrugged. “The way I see it, she was planning on worming her way into your life one way or the other. The gunshot was her lucky break.”

“I am seriously thinking about busting your lip at the same time I dent that perfect nose of yours if you say another word.”

“Hate to say this, Troy, but I’m thinking you sold the three of us a bill of goods on Dr. Sweeney,” Beau said.

Risa put her hand on Kyle’s wrist. “Bring her to dinner on Sunday. Let us get to know her as someone other than your doctor and one of our renters.”

“Maybe. How do I know he’ll behave?” He glared across the table at his twin.

“He will, or I’ll bust his nose…and you know I can,” Risa said.

Kyle rubbed his nose. Risa had busted it with the back of her head when he’d been trying to teach her self-protection. He chuckled. “I remember.” He stood. “I’ll talk to Mom and Tess about Sunday. Anything else?”

“Yeah,” Heath said. “Sorry about the intervention.”

Kyle smiled. “Love you guys. I just don’t love you guys in my business.”
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The week ended better than it started for Tess, well, until she pulled into her drive Friday afternoon. The Kyle Monroe for Sheriff sign had been sprayed with the words BABY KILLER in blood red. She sighed, pulled into her garage and went back out to collect it. She’d have to let Kyle know about it.

This wasn’t the first mutilated or spray-painted sign she’d seen this week. Not only did this property destruction make her angry, but it embarrassed her that he was catching all the flack because of her. It just wasn’t right. He was too good of a man, and a hell of a good sheriff, for her to be casting her negative shadow over. She’d told him to move on and forget her, and she hadn’t heard from him in the last couple of days. Had he decided that she was right and being with her was too much trouble? Her gut turned a tad sour at the thought.

She propped the sign in her garage and unlocked the door to her house. Walking in and seeing the sparkle of the lake out the back glass wall always lifted whatever weight was on her shoulders. She sagged against the kitchen counter for a minute and took in the view of boats cutting through the waves, sending glimmering sunshine across the ripples. Sure seemed like the boaters came out earlier and earlier every year.

One more long breath of relaxation and she began to strip off her scrubs and head for the shower. At least her surgery schedule had picked back up, not back to normal, but up. Of course that was probably because Judge Worthington had had a press conference on Wednesday to reaffirm his belief in her and to tell how she’d saved his son’s life. Wow, had that set off Preston, or she assumed it was Preston. She’d had hang-up calls all night after that.

The man was losing all sense of right and wrong. Oh, to the outside world he still appeared to be the polished and well-spoken district attorney but she saw through that. In his eyes, she saw the dark madness brewing. Every day she waited for the other shoe to drop but nothing happened.

Out of the shower, she dressed in shorts and a T-shirt, sans bra. Mother Nature had already bumped up the temps and since her nightly plans were a pizza and a book, the less she wore, the cooler she’d be.

After putting her pizza in the oven, she padded barefoot around her kitchen as she brewed a fresh pot of tea to drink with her dinner. She’d just pulled the pizza from the oven when there was a knock at her front door.

When she opened the door, Kyle caught her face in his hands and drew her into a rough, hungry kiss that demanded she respond. She did, grabbing the belt loops of his jeans and pulling him into her house.

He touched the tip of his tongue to her lips, and she opened. He swept in and her knees buckled under the onslaught. She moaned, the sound vibrating deep in her soul. She soaked up his attention like an arid desert in a rainstorm.

Pulling back, he stared into her eyes. “Do not ever let a week pass again that I don’t see you.”

He left a trail of kisses along her cheek back down to her mouth. She moaned her response, which could have been anything from “No, no, stop,” to “Take me to bed now.”

As though he heard the second option, he slipped his hands under her T-shirt at her waist and began walking her backwards toward her bedroom.


Chapter Eleven
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Tess’s stomach quivered. His fingers were ten lit matches to a brush of dry kindling. Flames of lust shot through her. Heat flared from the top of her head to the bottom of her feet.

“Too slow,” Kyle said. He swept her up into his arms and, with long strides, carried her to her bedroom, all the while continuing to make love to her mouth with his tongue.

It was all too much, and at the time, it wasn’t enough. Her clothes were too tight, too restrictive. She couldn’t breathe. Her heart played her ribs like a xylophone. Could he not hear the loud pound of her heart?

As he lowered her to the floor next to her bed, she slid down his body like an exotic dancer with her pole. He stepped back and looked deeply into her eyes.

“Tell me you want this as much as I do.”

With the Cheshire Cat smile, she unbuckled his belt, then his jeans, and finally lowered the zipper. A smile pulled at the corner of his lips.

So he thought he was in charge?

Tess plunged her hand under the waistband of his briefs and took the velvety rod into her hands. Kyle sucked in a breath, the smile falling from his mouth as his eyes darkened with desire.

“I think actions speak louder than words, don’t you?” she asked, giving his cock a long, firm stroke. And then another.

His eyes rolled back in his head before the lids fell. His nostrils flared as he sucked in a long draw of air.

He pulled her hand from his pants. “No more. Not now. Not if you want this to last longer than the next three minutes.”

She laughed. “Finger on the trigger, Sheriff?”

“Only with you, love. Only with you.”

He pulled her to him for a long kiss, all lips, and tongues, and teeth. They ate at each other’s mouths, needing to take as much as they could from the other as if their kisses were the life-sustaining force required to keep living.

“Overdressed for this ballgame,” he said, pushing her shorts down her legs.

She jerked her T-shirt over her head.

“Why, you’re commando,” he observed. “How convenient.”

“I try.”

Kneeling in front of her, he lifted one foot and then the other, removing her shorts and tossing them in the corner.

“Spread your legs.”

Oh man, she loved when he used his take-no-prisoners voice. His sharp command shot a volt of lust through her, ramping up the fluid trickling from her canal.

“Wider.”

Holy hell. If he kept this up, her knees were going to give out and she’d collapse to the floor. Still, she did as she asked, separating her feet into a wide-straddled stance.

He blew on her coarse hair and then across her swollen vulva.

She shivered as an army of goose bumps slid down her spine.

Nuzzling his nose in close, he inhaled. “Mm. Love the way you smell.”

Before she could respond, he darted out his tongue and licked her engorged clitoris. Tess’s knees shook.

“Damn. I’m not sure how long I can stand up with you doing that.”

“I can fix that.” He rose, took her shoulders, and pushed her back on the bed. “Scoot to the edge.”

He draped her legs over his shoulders and found where he’d left off. His tongue and mouth played a cruel game of tag, retreat, and attack again until Tess shook with built-up tension.

“Let go, my darling. Let me take you over.”

His words were the final stroke she needed. She gasped out his name as waves of pleasure washed over her.

Pushing her eyelids open was a struggle, but it was so worth the effort as it brought the sexiest man she’d ever known into view. He removed his shirt, providing her with a delicious view of his broad shoulders and wide, muscular chest that tapered down at the waist to a set of perfect hips. She absolutely loved the smattering of his chest hair, especially the arrow that shot from his naval to his…oh my. She blew out a long breath.

“You like something you see?” Kyle asked with a self-satisfied grin.

She held up her arms. “What I want is way too far away.”

He chuckled and opened the drawer in the bedside table. An open box of condoms set next to a loaded Smith & Wesson forty-five.

“How could I not fall in love with a woman who keeps her condoms next to her gun?”

“Well, that’s so if I’m disappointed, we can either try again or I can politely ask you to leave.”

He laughed and opened a condom to roll on himself.

“Wait,” she said. “Don’t I get to have a little fun before the…um, main event?”

He shook his head. “Sorry, babe. I have almost no control left.”

“Great. I love it fast and hard.” She wiggled her fingers. “C’mon, big guy. Show me whatcha got.”

“No pressure,” he joked as he joined her on the bed.

The joking came to an abrupt halt as he took her into his arms and looked deeply into her eyes.

“I love you, Tess. I know you’ve never said those words to me, and that’s fine. Know that I’ll always be here for you.”

He kissed her, and she felt his passion and love as it flowed from him in his touch. Her heart swelled until it felt as though it would explode in her chest. Elation and joy flowed through every cell. When he slipped inside her, she moaned her pleasure.

Her response seemed to be the encouragement he needed. He withdrew and plunged in again.

Her toes curled as an intense energy developed and moved like a tidal wave up from her feet and at the same time, down from her head. The two swells of powers met midway and exploded. Her orgasm hit her hard. She gasped and thrust her head hard against the mattress.

“Oh crap,” he muttered. “I can’t hold any longer.”

He slammed into her, held tight against her as his cock jerked inside. His breathing came in pants and gasps as he lay on top of her.

“Sorry. Give me a minute and I’ll move. I think you killed me.”

Unwanted tears built and trickled from the corner of her eyes.

“Hey. What’s this?” He brushed a tear from her temple. “Am I hurting you?” He began to move, but she wrapped her arms around him to hold him where he was.

She shook her head and sniffed. “It’s just that…well…no one has ever made me feel the way you do.”

He pulled her close. “Oh, babe. Nobody will ever love you like I do. Ever.”

“I know. It’s so hard for me.”

“I understand. I really do. Lloyd hurt you. He stole everything good about love from you. Let me give that back to you.”

She sniffed again. “I…I…” She hesitated, gathered her courage and said, “I love you, Kyle.”

He kissed her softly. “I know, honey. Even when you didn’t, I knew. We are meant to be together. Hell, I knew that back when you called me a red-necked Barney Fife.”

“But I’m bringing so much grief down on you.” She shook her head. “Your reelection signs are being destroyed. I’m driving a wedge between you and your brother. The horrible stories in the newspaper. You can do so much better than me.”

“First, there is no one better than you, at least not for me. And second, everything you just said is total bull. The signs could be anything. Kids. Guys I’ve arrested. My opponent. And my brother? A wedge?” He chuckled and the vibration of it rattled from his chest into hers. “Honey, we’re twins. You can’t drive a wedge between us. My brother is stubborn and a lot of the time a complete jerk, but he’s my brother.” He kissed her. “I hate that he’s making your life hard. Could be because he’s jealous that I found the perfect woman.”

She smiled. “Perfect woman? Have I met her?”

He wiped another tear away. “I don’t know. Have you?. Dr. Sweeney? Have you met Dr. Sweeney? The most perfect woman in the world.”

She punched his shoulder. “I’m not perfect.”

“You are for me, Tess. You are for me.”

His words were like cold water on a stinging burn.

“Thank you. You always know what to say.”

“You know what I need now?” His stomach rumbled.

“I hear rumor there’s a pizza in the kitchen.”

“Meet you in two minutes,” he said and kissed her. He slipped from the bed and went into the bathroom to take care of the used condom.

After grabbing her robe off a chair in the corner, Tess padded to the kitchen and sliced the now-cold pizza into slices. She added four to a plate and popped it in the microwave.

A pair of warm, male arms wrapped around her from behind.

“Hurry,” she whispered. “My man will be out of the bathroom any minute.”

Kyle chuckled. “Your man is out of the bathroom now.”

She leaned back and rested on his chest. “You’re a hell of man, Sheriff Monroe.”

“Perfect for you?”

Turning to face him, she kissed him. “Perfect.”

The microwave dinged, and Tess pulled the hot slices out.

“What do you want to drink? Iced tea? Coke? Water?”

“Tea is fine. I’ll get some for both of us.”

Tess settled on the couch with two plates and napkins. Kyle joined her carrying two glasses of iced tea with a piece of cold pizza gripped between his teeth.

“Cold pizza?”

He handed her a glass and removed the slice. “I’ll eat pizza of any temperature short of frozen.”

She rolled her eyes.

“Now, I need to talk to you,” he said, dropping on the cushion beside her.

“What?” She took a bite and moaned a little. All meat pizza was one of her weaknesses.

“What are you doing this Sunday?”

She shrugged. “Hospital rounds. Maybe working in my sad flower garden. Why?”

“I want to take you to lunch at my parents’ house.”

Her stomach flipped at the idea. Meeting his parents right now while she was under attack in the newspapers was a horrible idea. She stalled, trying to figure out how to say no without offending him. “Your parents?”

“I do have parents, you know.”

“No. I guess I didn’t know. I mean, sure, of course you have parents. I didn’t realize they were here. Somewhere I got the idea that your parents lived in Dallas or Whispering Springs, or Tyler, not Diamond Lakes.”

“Nope. They live here.”

“I guess since Troy was the only one I met during your surgery, I somehow made the jump to they don’t live here.”

“Makes sense. Actually, they were out of the country at the time. Roger had taken Mom on an anniversary cruise out of Prague. Troy kept them in the loop on how I was doing.”

She nodded. “I see. Well, I appreciate the invite, but no. This is a horrible time to meet your parents.”

“And the rest of the family,” he added.

“I know Troy,” she said with a scoff.

“And apparently you know my brothers too.”

Frowning, she said. “Who?”

“Heath and Beau Rowland.”

“Are your brothers? But…but…their last night is Rowland.”

“As is my mothers. My dad died when Troy and I were six months old. Mom married Roger the following year and they had three children.”

“Wow.” She sagged against the couch. “I’m surprised. Rowland Ranch belongs to your family.”

He nodded. “It does. Will you come?”

She shook her head. “No. I’m sorry but it would be awkward. Troy is not my biggest fan, and I’m assuming he’ll be there?”

“I can tell him not to come.”

“Oh, Kyle.” She leaned forward to kiss him. “No. You cannot tell your brother not to come to his own parents’ house. And thank you for wanting to take me but not right now. When the Lloyd situation dies down, maybe but not now.”

She could only imagine the nightmare of sitting a table with Kyle’s family while Troy sent nasty digs at her.

“I’m not going to give up. I know my family will love you as much as I do.”

“Except Troy.”

Kyle scoffs. “He’s just jealous. Trust me. He’ll come around.”
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Saturday morning, Tess woke with the hot, naked flesh of man pressed into her back, a thick arm with a sprinkling of dark hair flung over her waist. An alien sensation rippled through her. Her first thought was I feel safe, but that wasn’t it. She didn’t need a man to make her feel safe. Growing up without parents and moving from foster home to foster home, she’d learned to depend on no one but herself. She pulled herself out of the deep rut that was her life, worked her way through college and med school with a ton of menial jobs and a ton of loan debt.

No, it wasn’t safety, per se. It was even a more foreign emotion. She felt loved. Kyle had always been open with his feelings. Her? Not so much. The last time she’d jumped into love, it’d been with Preston and look how that had turned out.

But her relationship with Kyle was different in so many ways, the first one being how long they’d known each other before their first kiss. A smile crept onto her lips. A kiss? Ha. She’d have rather kicked his ass than kiss him back then. Now, he filled a hole in her heart and in her life that she hadn’t even known existed. No matter how many times she’d sent him away or tried to distance her problems from him, he wouldn’t let go. Yes, she was loved and cherished, and with her life history, she was grabbing on to the feeling. How long it would list was anyone guess. It was almost impossible to imagine anyone loving her for more than a few months, but it sure seemed as though he was in this for the long haul.

“Stop thinking so loud,” he grumbled. “Hard for a man to sleep.”

“You awake?”

“I wasn’t. I am now.” He kissed her behind her ear. “What are you doing up so early? Wait, what time is it?”

“Early. Almost six. I need to get to the hospital soon.”

He groaned.

“But you don’t have to get up with me. Stay here and get some sleep. It was a, um, busy night.”

With a chuckle, he asked, “Busy night? Is that what the kids are calling multiple rounds of fantastic sex?”

She bumped him with her ass.

“Do that again and you’ll be mighty late to work.”

She bumped him again.

He’d been right. She was over two hours late doing her rounds.

When she got home, Kyle was gone, but there was a large bouquet of flowers sitting on her living room coffee table. There was a note attached that simply read, All My Love.

Pressing the card against her chest, she couldn’t contain the wide smile on her face. Kyle was not her first boyfriend, or even her first lover. However, he was the first man that wanted to take her home to meet his parents.

She found that both thrilling and terrifying.


Chapter Twelve


[image: ‡]‡

Sunday morning, Preston Lloyd woke and found himself in an empty bed, which wasn’t a new event in his life. Since Hunter’s death, Constance had been sleeping in the guest room. He stretched his arms over his head. It was amazing how well he slept when he had the bed to himself.

After shaving and bathing, he dressed and went downstairs to see what their housekeeper had prepared for breakfast. He’d love to complain to his wife about the expense of a fulltime live-in cook slash maid, but Constance was a horrible cook and even worse housekeeper. For him, a house was only a home when it was clean and dinner was on the table when he got home. He wished he’d known all that about Constance before he’d married her.

Once he’d finished his usual breakfast of black coffee, orange juice, eggs over easy, and toast with a smidge of blackberry jam, he took his copy of the Sunday morning newspaper to his office. He sat his favorite leather recliner and popped the paper open. The headline almost made him lose his breakfast.

Local Doctor Cleared of All Charges

Damn. Double damn. How could people be so stupid as to not see Tess Sweeney’s malpractice? She was going to be a thorn in his side forever, but especially during his run for the governorship. The last thing he needed was for her to sell the story of their affair to some tabloid. He had to do something about her while he could.

He placed a call to the other problem that had to be dealt with. Two birds. One stone.

“Hello?” Candy asked in a breathless tone.

“Hey, darling. I know it’s early, but I can’t get you out of my mind.”

“Hold on a sec.”

He heard a door close before Candy’s whispery voice came back on the line. “Good morning, sweetheart. I was just thinking about you. It’s so good to hear your voice. You’ve made my day. Any chance you might be able to get away for a couple of hours?” She giggled. “I’ve already told Roy I’m going shopping this afternoon, so name the place.”

Her giggle was pure fingernails on a blackboard. He winced.

“Oh, honey. I wish I could. Constance is having one of her meltdowns today. I’m afraid I’ll have to stay here. You know how unpredictable she is.” He lowered his voice. “But I’d do just about anything to be with you. I can’t wait for the day when we are together. Just you and me. When I run for governor, you’re the wife I want beside me. If only I’d met you before Constance.” He gave a dramatic sigh. “If only…”

“What? If only what?”

He sigh again. “I can handle Constance. It’s Tess Sweeney who’s becoming a real problem.”

“What? What has she done now?”

“You mean besides kill my son? I’m sorry. I shouldn’t unburden myself on you like this, but you’re the only person I’ve got in my corner. You are the only one who truly understands me and loves me.”

“Of course I do. I’ll always be here for you. Tell me what I need to do. You want me to talk to Roy about firing her?”

“I wish it were that simple. She’s been calling me day and night wanting to get back together. I’ve tried telling her it’s over and that I’ve moved on, but I’m afraid she’s going to harm herself.”

“Oh, no. That would be horrible for the hospital.”

The hospital. Idiot woman. Who cared about the hospital?

“Did you see the article in today’s paper?”

“I’ve only read the sale ads. Why? What’s there?”

For a brief moment, he really wanted to bang his head on the wall. She might be great in bed, but the woman was interested in shopping and that was about it.

“It was about Tess and the problem she had with alcohol.”

Among other things. Actually, the article had been about how Tess had turned her life around and all the volunteer work she did in the community. A real puff piece.

“That’s awful,” Candy said. “Roy won’t be happy about that.”

“I know,” he said, his voice taking on the tone he used when trying to sway jurors. “Look, I have an idea, but I don’t want to talk about it just yet. Can you meet me tomorrow morning? About ten?”

“Anything for you. Where?”

“I’ll text you the location in the morning, okay?”

“Sure. Love you.”

“Love you, precious.”

He almost gagged at his own words.

Okay, he had his first fish on the line. Now to make sure he reeled her in.

In the meantime, he turned on his computer and began composing the sad, final letter from Tess Sweeney explaining why she’d killed Preston’s lover and then herself.
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At nine-thirty Monday morning, he sent Tess Sweeney’s home address to Candy’s phone.

“Meet me at this address at 10. Park on the street.”

Candy’s reply was, “Whose address is this?”

“A friend’s house. See you at 10.”

Preston pulled into Tess’s driveway at nine-forty-five. One thing about Tess was that she was a creature of habit. As he’d expected, he found the front door key under the rabbit planter in her flower bed. After slipping on a pair of gloves, he let himself inside and the opened the garage door. He parked inside the garage and lowered the door. He didn’t needed a nosy neighbor wondering about a strange car in Tess’s driveway.

It didn’t take more than three minutes to find Tess’s gun. Right side of the bed, as usual. The Smith & Wesson was fully loaded, which was perfect. Her fingerprints would be on the bullets. Once Candy got here, he could make sure all traces of him were erased from her phone.

The sound of a car door closing grabbed his attention. He shoved the gun into his jacket pocket and hurried to the front door to wave Candy inside.

“Is this Tess Sweeney’s house?” Candy asked, looking around. “What are we doing here?”

“Come here. I want to show you something.”

He took Candy’s arm and led her to the living room.

“Stay here,” he said. “I wanted a witness. I’m going to take Tess’s gun so she can’t hurt herself.”

“You are such a good person,” Candy cooed.

Preston walked into the bedroom door and turned. He pulled the gun from his pocket and shot Candy in the chest.

She gasped, shock covered her face. “Pres…” She crumpled to the floor.

A second shot rang out, catching Preston in the back. Fire and pain like he’d never felt arced through him. He tried to raise the gun he was holding, but it’d fallen to the floor.

“What?”

“That’s for being such a lying, cheating spouse.”

His wife walked to stand in front of him, then kicked the Smith & Wesson across the room. The next shot hit him in the groin.

“That’s for killing our son, you alcoholic bastard.”

Preston toppled to the floor, gasping to draw in a breath. She put the barrel of the gun to his forehead.

“And this is from my Uncle Vincent.”

Constance Theresa Longinotti Lloyd dropped the gun on the bed followed by an envelope. She exited through the back door, walked to her car parked a couple of streets over, drove to the Diamond Lakes Regional Airport and boarded the helicopter waiting for her. Forty-five minutes later, she boarded the private jet her uncle had sent to bring her home to Italy.
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If there was ever a day Tess was glad was over, it would be today. Sunday’s article had turned on the floodgates for phone calls and personal messages. Of course, there were a few negative ones but the vast majority were positive and supportive.

The surgery schedule was blown to smithereens by a two-car accident. Two patients ended up in her care, but both surgeries were noneventful and routine, exactly like she liked them. Her other surgeries were bumped back on the schedule and she spent the entire day in the operating room.

When she turned onto her street, the first thing she noticed was a strange Mercedes Benz coupe parked in front of her house. Mercedes Benzes weren’t unusual in Diamond Lakes, but finding one at her house was. The second shock came when she opened the garage door. Preston Lloyd’s Range Rover was parked in her spot. She had no idea what was going on but she was sure she wasn’t entering her house with Kyle or one of his guys going with her.

She pulled into her neighbor Connie’s drive and pulled her cell from her bag to call Kyle.

“Kyle Monroe.”

His deep baritone voice sent shivers down her spine.

“Hey. It’s me.”

“What’s up, me?” His voice had a teasing tone.

“Something odd at my house.”

“What going on?” All business now.

“I’m not sure. Preston Lloyd’s SUV is in my garage and there is a strange car parked in front of my house. Can you send somebody?”

“Do not go in that house until I get there. You hear me, Tess?”

“I hear you. I’m parked at Connie’s house and you don’t have to worry. I’m not moving.”

Within five minutes, two deputy patrol cars came to a screeching halt at her address. She got out to meet the deputies at the top of her drive.

“Sheriff Monroe said for us to wait for him, ma’am.”

“No problem. I’m in no hurry.”

Kyle roared up a couple of minutes behind his deputies.

“Who does that car belong to?” he shouted as he exited his own SUV.

One of the deputies read from the notebook in his hand. “Candace Kennedy McCall.”

“Candy McCall? Why would she be at my house?” Tess asked.

“You stay here,” Kyle said to Tess. “Men, let’s move in.”

Kyle shoved her front door open. “Sheriff’s department,” he shouted. “Come out with your hands up.”

He motioned one of the deputies through the door. From her position in the street, Tess could hear the men shouting, identifying themselves and then she finally heard, “All clear.”

Kyle waved her to the door.

“I want to make sure. You haven’t been in here, right?”

“Right.” She leaned around him trying to see inside. “What’s going on?”

“We’ve got two dead bodies. Candy McCall and Preston Lloyd.”

“What? No way. Let me see.”

He caught her as she tried to pass him. “You probably don’t want to go in.”

“Like hell I don’t.”

“Tess, stay out here. I’ve called for the state police since it’s Lloyd again.”

“But how? Why?”

“I don’t know but don’t worry.” He hugged her. “I’ll get to the bottom of this.”

[image: *]*

The next couple of days were exhausting. Print, digital and television reporters invaded the small community of Diamond Lakes talking to anyone and everyone who would stand still. Tess was allowed into her house long enough to pack a bag—under state police supervision. Reporters shoved microphones in her face at home and at work, even though she repeatedly told them she knew nothing about what happened.

By the end of the week, the state police released her house back to her, not that she had any intention of sleeping there ever again. She wasn’t superstitious in the least, but the idea of closing her eyes near the spot where Preston had died wouldn’t be happening.

On Monday, a week after the shootings, she got a text from Kyle.

Can you come by the office this afternoon? About 4?

Depends. Is this Sheriff Monroe making the request or my boyfriend wanting to fool around?

There was a long pause before he replied.

Still trying to decide answer to your question.

She laughed.

See you at 4.

She was about five minutes early and the clerk told her to go on back. She knocked and walked in. Shade Gruber, a lieutenant with the state police who she’d met the previous week during the investigation, sat in one of the chairs.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t know you have someone in here. I’ll wait until you’re done.”

“No, no. Come on in, Tess. Gruber is here to talk to both of us.”

“Oh, okay. Lieutenant Gruber. Nice to see you again.”

Gruber shook her hand. “You too, Dr. Sweeney.”

Tess took the seat next to Gruber. “What’s up?”

“We’re closing the investigation into Lloyd’s death,” Gruber said. “There’ll be a press conference tomorrow, but I thought you deserved to hear our findings first hand.”

She nodded. “Okay. Shoot.” She winced. “Bad choice of words. Sorry.”

Gruber chuckled. “From the evidence found on the scene as well as in Lloyd’s house, we are pretty sure his plan was to shoot Mrs. McCall and frame you.”

“That’s insane,” she replied.

Gruber nodded. “Seems like Lloyd had been acting strangely since the death of his son. He blamed you for that and wanted to make sure you paid.”

“And Lloyd? Who shot him?”

“His wife.”

“Constance? I would have never thought she had it in her. Why my house?”

“I think it was a matter of time and place. She’d installed an app on her phone that routed a copy of all her husband’s texts to her phone. From the letter she left behind, she blames her husband for the death of their son. He’d been driving drunk and crossed the centerline. She might have been able to tolerate his numerous affairs but the death of her son seems to have tipped the scales for her.”

“Have you found Constance yet?”

“Nope, and I doubt we ever will. We’ve traced her to a private plane that left Dallas shortly after she shot Lloyd. We’re pretty sure she’s gone to Italy. She has family there, family that’s well-known within the organized crime community.”

“I guess, for her, she got Texas justice for her son.”

“Probably.”

“So it’s over?”

“As far as we are concerned. Constance Lloyd shot her husband. Preston Lloyd shot Mrs. McCall. Lloyd was responsible for the death of his son. That about sums it up,” Gruber said.

“Appreciate your stopping by and filling us in,” Kyle said.

Gruber stood. “Glad to.” He held out his hand. “Let’s get together for dinner soon.”

Kyle shook his hand. “I’ll look forward to it.”

After Gruber left, Tess and Kyle stared at each other.

“It’s over,” Tess said. “Really over.”

“Yep. That chapter of your life is closed. Hell, we’ll call it that book. Slam the cover shut and toss it away. It’s time to start a whole new book.”

She laughed. “Sounds like a great idea.”

“Great. I have another one.”

“Idea?”

“Yeah.” Kyle unlocked the bottom drawer of his desk. He pulled out a black velvet box and popped open the lid. “This is my idea.” He walked around his desk, the obscenely large diamond in the ring catching the late afternoon sun. “We start the next book in your life together.”

Tess felt her mouth gape. “Kyle?”

He took the seat that Gruber had vacated. He turned her chair until they were facing each other.

“Marry me, Tess. You can’t be surprised. You know how I feel about you. I love you. You love me. I want to spend the rest of my life loving you.”

Her vision became watery as tears built. “Are you sure, Kyle? You know the odds of my having children are not good.”

“Don’t care if we have kids, adopt kids or never have children. What I know is that without you, my life will be less that it could be.” He pulled the ring from the box and slid it on her finger. “Okay?”

She smiled. “Okay.”

He leaned forward and kissed her.

“Hey, Sheriff.” Deputy Anderson’s head popped through Kyle’ ajar door. “There’s a three-car pileup on Route Seventy. Oops. Sorry.”

Kyle rested his forehead on Tess’s. “New book. Page one. Romantic hero pulled away by work.”

Tess laughed. “Go. We’ll celebrate at home later.”

“Love you.”

“I love you too.”

After Kyle left, Tess studied the ring on her finger. On the darkest night of her life in Memphis, the night her precious baby died, she’d believed she’d never find joy again. Now, such joy filled her soul, she felt like she would explode.

She gathered her things to head home when her phone rang.

“Dr. Sweeney,” she answered.

“Hi, Dr. Sweeney. This is Martha from the ER. There’s a three-car accident with injuries. Dr. Monroe is in house and asked that you come in.”

“On my way.”

No matter what fate threw at her, she knew she’d never have to face it alone. She smiled. It might have taken her thirty-four years, but she’d met her soulmate in Kyle Monroe. Her new ring sparkled, just like her future.

The End
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Chapter One – Prologue
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William – before he became Dallas

“Sit right here and don’t move, Will. I’ll be through with John in about an hour.” His mother smiled at him. “Afterward, we’ll go out for pizza. Okay?”

William nodded, he didn’t mind waiting while his mother worked. Leaning back on the dingy sheetrock wall next to her room, he lost track of time. Playing Super Mario Brothers on his Game Boy always made him happy. Noises he didn’t really understand filtered through the wall. William tried to ignore them. He didn’t really understand what kind of work his mother did, but he knew it involved a lot of different men and they all seemed to be named John. Sometimes they were nice to him, giving him a dollar if he’d go outside and play. One hadn’t been so nice, boxing William in the ear just because he’d knocked on the door to tell his mother he felt sick to his stomach after eating too many grapes.

Sometimes William wondered why he didn’t live in a regular house or apartment with a Daddy like other boys and girls. Even school was more fun than being by himself all of the time, while his mother earned money for them. They didn’t have a lot of time alone, but his mother was good to him when she wasn’t entertaining. William wasn’t sure what entertaining meant, but he knew it was very important. His mother, Esther McClain, said it was serious business and that he must never get in the way. But when they were together, his mother made him laugh and she hugged him really tight. He felt safe with her and there was no doubt in his mind that he was loved.

A smile came to his face when he managed to save Princess Peach from King Koopa. “Gotcha!” He laughed, then he jumped, slamming his back against the wall when a loud noise exploded in the room and he heard his mother scream. William threw down his toy and jumped up, going to the door and jerking on the doorknob. “Mama! Mama!”

William was knocked flat to the floor when the door was slung open and John came out. He shirt had been white, but now it was covered with something dark red. “Get out of my way, brat!”

Crawling backwards like a crab, William stared at the gun pointed at his face. “What did you do to my mama?” Was she hurt? Would they have to leave town again?

“I killed the whore, just like I’m gonna kill you!”

Terror stole William’s voice. “No! I want my mama!” He didn’t understand all the words the man said, but he understood enough to be afraid. Closing his eyes, he winced, waiting for the man to hit him.

The sound of another gun blast shattered the air and William forgot to breathe, expecting pain to rip through his body. A commotion around him brought his eyes open. People were crowding around John, holding him by the arms. One man had gone into his mother’s room. “Mama!” he cried. From where he was standing, he could see her lying on the bed in a pool of red blood. “No!”

“Your mama’s dead,” a cruel voice sounded. “There’s no ID on her,” the same man yelled. Turning to William he asked. “What’s your name, boy? What’s your mother’s name?”

William remembered what his mother said, “Don’t tell people who you are. Don’t give them your real name. We have to hide. People would hurt us if they found out who we really are.” Shaking his head, he refused to answer.

“All right, have it your way.” He jerked William to his feet. “For now, we’ll call you after the town we found you in. You’ll tell someone your name and your story if you want to eat tonight, Dallas.”

Looking back over his shoulder, William could see his mother’s long beautiful dark hair hanging over the side of the bed. He didn’t know it then, but that glimpse would be the last time he ever saw her. “What’s gonna happen to me? What’s going to happen to my mom?” He began to cry.

The policeman snorted. “Shut up! Sons of whores don’t have a right to cry. Forget your Mama, boy. You’ll go into the system and she’ll go to the pauper’s field.”

William didn’t know what the system was or where the pauper’s field was located. Wiping his eyes, he took a deep breath. He wouldn’t cry, but he’d always remember. “I’ll never forget you, Mama. Never.”
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Twenty-five years later.

Dallas McClain always thought rain was appropriate for a funeral. He’d been to so many where it seemed the very sky was weeping right along with the heartbroken. Today, there was no rain falling. The land was so dry and burnt, that the grass beneath his feet crunched with every footfall.

Dead. Just like his heart.

“O, Death where is thy victory? O, Grave where is thy sting?”

The words the preacher spoke didn’t penetrate his sorrow. Why had Carly been on the road so late? Where had she been going? He cursed the trip that had taken him out of town. If he’d been there with her, none of this would’ve happened.

He kept his eyes averted from the casket. Instead, Dallas let his gaze wander over the old country cemetery. Some of the gray headstones dated back to the Civil War. Carly didn’t belong here. She’d had so much to live for. A sob lodged in his throat when he thought about their unborn child who’d never have a chance to live.

“Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death…”

Carnations. He hated the smell. He’d been to enough funerals in his time to associate the scent with death. And now it was his wife–his child… How in God’s name was he supposed to go on? Dallas bowed his shoulders, trying to command his lungs to take a full breath. At least this wasn’t the pauper’s field. Just remembering the term hurt his heart. For years he’d tried to find out where they’d buried his mother. It was only after a real estate deal fell through in the city of Dallas, when a contractor’s backhoe unearthed a casket, that it came to light where thousands of the unwanted were buried. The graves had been hastily covered over, but Dallas still couldn’t be certain exactly where his mother lay. There was no headstone. No way to remember.

Sometimes he wanted to forget. For decades he’d hidden the truth of who he was and where he’d come from. The facts of his birth and early life were literally buried, the only evidence being a few mementos he’d stored in a locked box in the top of his closet–one solitary photograph of his mother, a red hair ribbon and a newspaper article detailing the tragedy of her life and death. The foster homes where Dallas grew up taught him how important it was to hide his past. They’d much rather think of him as a regular orphan or a runaway. It was only when they found out his mother was a whore and that he had no idea who his father was that things would get ugly for him. Somehow his mother’s sins had tainted him.

As much as those memories pained him, they were nothing compared to the hurt he endured now. Sympathetic touches from well-meaning friends and neighbors made his skin crawl. “We understand.” “We’ll be here for you.” “She’s in a better place.” Goddammit! That was the phrase that made him angriest. Better place? The ultimate cop-out.

The best place for them to be was home–with him!

Strains of Amazing Grace assaulted his ears. There had been no grace for his family–for him. The sound of the music didn’t cover up the creak of the chains as the casket containing his life was lowered into the ground.

“God, I’ve got to get out of here!” he whispered.

When the last ‘amen’ was voiced, he turned, determined to avoid the consolation of the ones who’d come to say good-bye to Carly and their baby. Now, he’d go home to an empty, lonely house. Once again his life was torn asunder. He’d painstakingly built himself up from the ashes of his childhood, carefully protecting the ones he loved from his ugly, unfortunate past. To Carly, he’d been respectable, upstanding. Yes, she’d known he grew up in foster care, but he’d been selfish and hidden the truth. He’d jealously longed for a family, for normalcy. And he’d found that with Carly. Yes, they’d had their troubles. What couple didn’t? The pregnancy had taken Carly by surprise–but they were working it out. Everything would’ve been all right–if only… He didn’t get very far until a strong hand stopped him.

“Dallas, wait!” Dan Randolph, the town doctor, gripped his arm tightly. “I’ve got to tell you something.”

Dan’s voice was cracking. Dallas appreciated his empathy, but he needed to be alone. “Not now, Dan. I just want to go home.” Home–it would never be home again.

“Carly came to see me a few days ago.”

Dallas froze. “Why?”

Shaking his head, Dan leaned closer. “I don’t think we should talk about it here. The results of the autopsy didn’t change…but…”

Dallas didn’t understand. His friend was speaking a language he didn’t comprehend. “What?”

“Let me come see you later. After you’ve had a chance to rest.”

“I don’t need to rest.” Dallas raised his voice. “If there’s something I should know about my wife’s death, tell me now!”

Dallas allowed himself to be pulled to one side by his friend. “I started not to tell you, but I thought you ought to know. Carly asked me to help her, but I refused. So, she went to a women’s clinic in Houston. The only reason I know is because the clinic called me to verify her allergy to pain meds. Carly got an abortion, Dallas. The day she died, she’d been to get an abortion.”

Every word flowing from Dan’s mouth lacerated Dallas’s heart. The world as he knew it was no more, pulverized by the dawning of an inconceivable reality. “I don’t believe you.”

They were drawing a crowd and Dallas wished he were anywhere else but here. Mars. Tibet. Hell. “Just get out of my way!” He pushed away from Dan.

Rage poured over him like a storm. Dallas jammed his fists into his pockets and strode out of the graveyard. Blindly he found his truck and drove to their small home on the outskirts of Waco, Texas. He hadn’t been here but to take a shower in days. The night he’d arrived home from a case in Marshall, he’d no more than walked into the house when the DPS officer had arrived to tell him about the wreck. Now he wandered around, reliving their life together, trying to figure out what had gone wrong. Finally, he sat down on the bed, holding his head in his hands. And that was when he saw it–a note. A note propped up on the bedside table…lying on the mahogany box he’d always kept in the top of the closet.

Bile rose in his throat. With a shaking hand, he lifted the familiar stationary, unfolded it and began to read the words Carly had written in a seemingly shaking hand.

William? Is that your name? I don’t really know who you are. I was searching in the top of the closet for a scarf I couldn’t remember putting away and this is what I found. The truth. The ugly, dirty truth about the man I married. Why did you lie to me? You must know that I’d never have married you had I known about your past. I was raised to be respectable and that’s something you’ll never be.

I can’t do this, Dallas. I can’t have your child. I’d never be able to look at it or love it. I don’t want to have anything else to do with you and I certainly don’t want to carry this child for nine months, hating every minute of it and hating you.

I’m going to get an abortion, and then I’m leaving you. I’ll send someone for my things. Thanks for ruining my life.

Carly.

Pain unlike anything he’d ever known brought Dallas to his knees. His baby’s death was his fault. He’d killed it as surely as if he’d wielded the knife. “I’m never going to get over this,” he whispered as he cried bleak and lonely tears. Never again would he have the audacity to fall in love. He knew now that his gravest mistake was not telling Carly the truth from the beginning. And no one could ever love him if they knew the truth.
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Lennon Learns A Lesson

Lennon was so excited she couldn’t be still. School was starting back tomorrow and tonight was the end of summer dance. “Do I look okay?” she asked Flora Martin, her neighbor and honorary grandmother. “I can’t believe this is happening to me!”

“You look beautiful, sweetie.” Flora stepped back to get the full effect. “I told you we could alter your mother’s dress to fit you. Law–that woman would be so proud of you. She loved you so much.”

“I loved her too. I miss her every day.” Not wanting to be sad, she pushed all the precious memories to the back of her mind. Lennon practiced walking back and forth across the floor in her new shoes. “Daddy said I could stay out till midnight. He wasn’t too keen on me driving myself to the dance. He thinks Colin should’ve come to the ranch to pick me up.”

Flora fanned herself and sat down heavily on the bed. “Well, I think men should be gentleman. So, I have to agree with your daddy.” She laughed. “I can’t say that very often. Your father is one stubborn man. The way he expects you to learn and do everything on this ranch makes me pretty mad.”

“Don’t be angry. Dad wanted a boy. He needed a son.” Lennon sighed. “I do the best I can not to disappoint him.” Lennon glanced at Flora. “Do you feel okay? You’re very pale.”

Flora waved her hand. “I feel fine. George is the one who’s not doing well. He’s got rheumatoid arthritis, you know. He worries that he won’t always be able to get around and I’ll put him in the nursing home.” She wiped her brow and sighed. “I promised him I’d never do that; it would kill him to sit in a little room all day. He has to be outside to breathe, he says.”

“Don’t worry, I won’t ever let that happen.” Lennon promised. “I’ll take care of you both, it will be my pleasure.” She picked up the simple corsage Colin had urged her to buy and penned it on. “Is this straight?”

Flora motioned her to come closer. “Here, let me give it a quick fix, you’ve got it a mite crooked.” She reached down in Lennon’s neckline to refasten the pin. “Oh, baby, thank you for the offer. Taking on old people would be a huge job that would just tie you down. I wouldn’t want that to happen.”

“Being needed is the most wonderful thing in the world.” Lennon murmured as she surveyed herself in the mirror. “I guess I don’t look too bad.” She looked like a stranger to her own eyes. Dresses just weren’t practical in her everyday life. Even on school days, Lennon was up before dawn to get all of her chores done. If only she weren’t so drab looking. Brown hair, brown eyes, skin browned by the sun. A memory of her mother made her smile. She’d always called Lennon her little brown wren. And more curves would certainly help. Turning sideways, she judged her figure–nope, they weren’t any bigger. She stuck her chest out as far as she could and the meager swells of her breasts seemed to mock her.

“Don’t fret. You’re precious just the way you are. Not every woman wants to carry around baggage like this all their life.” Flora indicated her own generous bosom.

“Maybe. If you see Dad, tell him I’ll be home by midnight. I don’t think the dance will last much later than eleven.” It seemed to Lennon that she seldom saw her father these days, he was always busy. Right now, he was driving back from a cattle sale. But when he was home, they never talked. They probably didn’t say six words to one another in a week. Work consumed him and when she wasn’t in school, work consumed her. She’d done it so long and so hard, her father barely had to give her directions anymore. She just did it–day in and day out. The monotonous routine of her everyday life was why this dance, this chance to be like the other girls, was so important to Lennon.

With a kiss and a hug from Flora, Lennon hurried off into the night. Opening the door, she climbed up into her dad’s old farm truck. The old Chevy wasn’t exactly a Cinderella-worthy chariot, but it would have to do.

The drive from Apache Springs to Sierra Blanca took almost an hour. Sometimes she wondered if her life would’ve been different had she grown up in town around the other kids. Probably not, she just wasn’t meant to be popular. The ranch she lived on had been in her father’s family for generations. Years ago, it had been a destination. Rich people traveled to the Chihuahuan Desert to bathe in the mineral rich hot springs that bubbled up on their property. The old lodge and connected bathhouse still stood, but no one used the pools these days but her. Since her mother passed, things had really gone down around the ranch. Lennon did her best, but it was hard. Keeping the cattle, horses and sheep tended was all they could handle these days.

Holding the steering wheel tightly, Lennon watched the road. She was so excited at the prospect of a date that she wanted to squeal with delight. Getting invited to the dance had come as such a shock–and by Colin Ferguson! She’d had a crush on him forever. And when he’d sent her a note by her friend, Tony, Lennon had been stunned. Since then, she and Colin had been corresponding by email. What a way to start her Senior year!

The sun was getting low in the pastel painted sky by the time she spotted the green and white city limits sign. Tumbleweeds blew across the road in front of her, a sure-fire indicator that she was in deep west Texas, just miles from the border with Mexico. The remote location of Apache Springs meant that Lennon had few close friends. Her cousin, Miranda, used to be her constant companion. Those days were gone, though. She’d graduated last year and was now in El Paso working in a bar. Their phone calls were few and far between, but Miranda seemed to be loving the freedom. Getting away from Hudspeth County had always been her cousin’s goal. Lennon knew she wouldn’t be moving. Apache Springs was her destiny. Even if she married, the land would always be her responsibility.

As she slowed down to meet the speed limit, Lennon began to feel nervous. This was so big. Her first dance. Her first date. Maybe her first kiss. She’d dreamed of having a husband and a family someday. Maybe this was the beginning. Maybe she was finally blossoming, as her mother had told her she would.

Pulling up outside the gymnasium, she found a place for the rickety old truck. The school wasn’t huge, they only played six-man football. Yet as small as it was, there were still cliques. Lennon wasn’t popular by any means. She was one of the unfortunate few who seemed to bear the brunt of other people’s hostilities. No, she wasn’t beautiful and she didn’t have time for sports. So, she didn’t meet any of the qualifications that would’ve made her one of the cool kids. Her shunned state was one of the reasons Colin’s invitation had come as such a shock.

Taking a deep, steadying breath, Lennon opened the truck door and hopped out to the ground, taking a moment to balance on the heels she was so unused to wearing. Glancing around, she looked for Colin but he was nowhere to be seen. Perhaps he was waiting inside for her to arrive.

“Hey, Lennon!”

She raised her head to look around, recognizing her friend Melody’s voice. They were on a few committees together. Lennon enjoyed helping out, being needed made her feel complete. “Hey, girl. How are you?”

“I’m good. I just found we’re moving at the end of the school year. Dad got a new job in Galveston.”

“Oh, no. I’ll miss you.” Lennon would be sad knowing Melody wasn’t close by. The likelihood that she’d been able to spend a lot of time with her was small. When Lennon wasn’t in school, she was working. “We’ll have to make the most of the time we have together.” She linked arms with Melody as they walked toward the entrance, their pathway lit by the big school sign declaring ‘Go Vaqueros!’ in bright white lights. “How are you?” she asked her friend. “I sure do like your hair.”

“Thank-you. I’m good.” Melody smiled, flipping a long lock of her curly hair behind her. “Do you want to hang with me tonight? Us wallflowers have to stick together. We can plan what plays the Drama Club will do this year.”

Lennon smiled at her friend, giving her a wide-eyed stare. “I would love to spend some time with you. You’re as pretty as a picture tonight.” She admired Melody’s pretty blue dress, obviously new. “But miracle of miracles…” Grabbing her friend by both hands, she stage-whispered. “I have a date!”

“You do?” The joy on Melody’s face was unmistakable. “With who?”

“Colin! He sent a message by Tony at church and he’s been emailing me all week!” The elation in her voice made people stare as they walked by.

“Where is he?” Melody asked, looking from side to side.

“Inside with the other guys, I suppose. It’s a hot night to be just lounging around outside waiting for me to show up.” Arm in arm they moved toward the wide double doors. Through them, Lennon could see the burgundy and white balloons, their school colors. A big welcome banner hung over the door and when one couple entered ahead of them, she could hear the sound of the DJ as he announced the next song.

As they entered, Melody gave her hand a tug. “I’m going to the restroom. I’ll see you inside.”

Lennon nodded. She probably should go in and check her appearance, not that it would do any good. In her haste and excitement, she hadn’t even brought a lipstick with her. Face it, she just wasn’t used to being girly. With a tremble of excitement, she stepped into the main room, taking in the scene before her. Everything was as gaily decorated as their small budget would allow. Couples were dancing to the music; others were standing around the refreshment table. But when someone spoke loudly–it all came to a screeching halt.

“Attention everyone, it’s time for our evening’s entertainment!”

Lennon stopped where she was, on the top step of the entrance way. When a spotlight hit her, an uneasy tingle made its way down her spine. The crowd parted and Elton Warner appeared. Oh, no. For some reason, Elton hated her. This couldn’t be good. From the time they were in elementary school, he’d led numerous attacks against her. Anything to make her feel uncomfortable or humiliated was his usual goal.

As she stood there, the movie Carrie came to mind and she glanced up–just making sure there was no bucket of pig’s blood hanging over her head. No, nothing there. But that only meant he’d come up with something better. She steeled herself, looking for Colin.

“Ladies and Gentlemen! You are all invited to witness the hook-up of the century. Colin Ferguson meet your blind date!”

Blind date? Lennon started to shake. No, this wasn’t a blind date. Even as she reminded herself how this had gone down, a sneaky suspicion began to creep up her spine. She probably should’ve run, but her feet were frozen to the ground. Her eyes desperately searched the crowd.

“What the hell?”

Colin Ferguson came from the rear, dressed in a dark brown suit. He looked amazing. She waited for him to come toward her. “Colin?” she whispered, not loud enough for her voice to broadcast across the room.

“Colin, your friends wanted to give you an early birthday gift. For your dating pleasure, we offer the delectable…the desirable…the laughable–Lennon Haley!”

There was a moment of silence–of dead quiet as everyone digested what Elton had announced. Slowly, a few people began to snicker. Then, a few more began to laugh. Colin came closer, staring hard at Lennon with a frown on his handsome face. She felt like a small helpless bug under a microscope. “My date?” he said scathingly. “Are you fucking with me?”

Elton basked in the attention they were receiving. “Yea, buddy, we arranged all of this just for you. Of course, little Lennon thought it was you she was talking to on the internet. We laid it on thick for you. Look at that dress–isn’t it a blast from the past? Isn’t she stunning? Wouldn’t any guy just…puke if he had to kiss her?”

By that time, the laughter coming from the crowd was an uproar. Colin took it in the spirit it was intended–to have fun at Lennon’s expense. “Lennon, you didn’t actually think I’d want to go out with you? Why would I? You don’t even have any boobs!”

The premonition she’d had of being like the character Carrie came true as white hot shame cascaded down over her. How stupid was she? Lennon tried desperately to think of something to say back to her tormentors. Why was it that she could always think of snappy comebacks about fifteen minutes after she needed one? But she was spared when two adult chaperones showed up to calm the kids down and get the music turned back on. Mrs. Lark started toward her, a concerned look on her face–but Lennon didn’t wait to hear what she had to say. Whirling around, she made a run for it–crying all the way to her truck.

Once she was on the road, she drove out of town, then pulled over at a small roadside park to give herself time to calm down. Christ! She was such a joke. Wiping tears from her face, she laid her head back on the seat and tried to imagine the humiliation waiting for her at school the next day. As she stared at the night sky, she wondered why people had to be so mean. Would she ever find love? Lennon didn’t think so. Not in this town, anyway.

Oh well, She’d find someone who needed her, there were more kinds of love in this world than romantic love. And who knows? Fate might send her someone–he could just show up at her ranch one day and offer to protect her from the big bad world.

Too bad fairy tales didn’t come true.


Chapter Two
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Eight Years Later…

“Be careful! Those hay bales are as big as you are. You’re going to hurt yourself.” George lamented as Lennon climbed from the cab of the truck to jump in the back.

“Don’t worry. I’ll manage. I always do,” she called with a happy voice. “I have a system. Cut. Tug. Push. Scatter.”

“Her can do it, George. Lenny is strong.” Sally held up her little arm like she was making a muscle. “Her can do anything.”

Lennon could hear Sally speaking in that sweet baby voice she loved so much. The little girl’s faith gave her the energy to keep going even when her strength was almost gone. “If things would just quit breaking around here, I could hire some help. Preferably someone who has mus…cles,” she grunted as she tumped a square hay bale onto the ground.

“Here, they come!” George yelled. “Spot’s leading the way!” Lennon didn’t look up. She didn’t have time. The cattle were coming and they were hungry. She giggled at the thought of naming a cow Spot. That had been Sally’s idea. Methodically, she went through the steps to get the hay on the ground. This was an everyday job for her. The big round bales would’ve been cheaper and easier to manage. In fact, she could’ve brought one out on the tractor and let the cows munch at will. An opportunity to buy this Bahia at a cheaper price was more important than the difficulty she had in delivering it to the herd. Every evening she put out twenty bales to supplement the sparse vegetation that was available. If this drought didn’t break, she’d go broke–poetic.

“Help me count, George,” Lennon requested as she moved out in front of the mass of cattle which were a mix of Beefmaster and Angus, they were large beasts. None of them were aggressive, but by the time they pushed one another to get to the food, if she got in the way–well, it was better not to. At least she was used to dodging horns and hooves. Being a bullfighter for the rodeo to supplement her ranching income was not only fun, it paid well. “Forty-two, forty-three.” Lennon stood on tiptoe to see everyone. George had come to stand beside her, Sally hung out the window counting fireflies.

“Dammit,” she fussed. The last two mornings, there had been a few head missing. For the next few minutes, they were quiet, tallying the cattle. “The count for the past two nights has been off,” George said, leaning on his cane. “There’s supposed to be a hundred-seventy-six in this section and I only count a hundred-sixty-three. That’s thirteen gone.” They’d hoped maybe a fence was down, but Lennon had ridden the perimeter and found nothing out of place.

“Let me get you two to the house.” Lennon let out a long sigh. “I’ll come back out to make another pass. I want to make sure of this before I alert the authorities. If I find tracks at the gates or if the fence has been tampered with, I’ll call.” There really was no other explanation. If they hadn’t gotten out, somebody had helped them. They didn’t just not show up. Cattle don’t usually find better things to do than eat.

“Cattle rustling. Dirty business. You’d think society would’ve outgrown this crap,” he grumbled as they climbed back into the beat-up old red truck.

“It happens, even in this digital age, George. Thieves will always be thieves.” Lennon held on to the window frame and let the cool air blow against her face as her old friend drove home. Sally had fallen asleep while they worked. They’d gotten her up before the crack of dawn. At five, she was still far too young to leave at the house on her own. “I just don’t understand why we’re having all of this bad luck. Sugar in the tractor gas tank. Somebody took a baseball bat to one of the gates. Waterlines are busted. Mailbox shot up with a BB gun. Do you think it could be kids just being kids?”

“Maybe, for that stuff. I don’t think kids are stealing cattle though.”

Lennon closed her eyes, dreading the phone call. “You know – I’d almost rather deal with the rustlers than the sheriff.” Who would’ve ever thought Colin Ferguson would end up the law in Hudspeth County? “We’ve got a better chance of striking oil digging for turnips than him helping me with this mess.”

“He’s a fool, always has been.” George Morgan still remembered the night little Lennon had come home crying from the dance. “Flora, bless her soul, told him off the week before she died. That woman loved you more than anything.”

“Except you,” Lennon grinned at him. “You were a lucky man.” She brushed the silky blonde hair from Sally’s damp brow. “I miss her and Daddy so much. And Mama, of course.”

“Yea, me too–me too. Can you get the gate?”

Lennon jerked her head up. “Sorry, I wasn’t paying attention. Deep in thought.” She bounded out and opened the gate, holding it till George drove through. After she’d latched the aluminum gate, she just hopped up on the tailgate of the pickup and waved him to go on. The view in front of her was majestic–the mountains vied with the sky and she didn’t know which was more beautiful. But the landscape wasn’t sufficient consolation for the loneliness she endured. Face it – her life hadn’t turned out the way she’d hoped. There was no loving husband anywhere on the horizon. The only people she had to love and care for was her elderly neighbor and her cousin’s unwanted child–well, unwanted by her cousin, but very wanted by Lennon. Sally had been hers from the day she came home from the hospital and she always would be.

Once George parked, Lennon went to the cab to pick up her little treasure. “We’ll let her sleep until I get the pancakes cooked.” She took her time walking, not only because Sally was a good load, but also because George was slow. “Do you need some new overalls?” she asked, noticing the ones he had on were looking a little worn at the hem and around the pockets. He preferred to wear blue and white striped ones. Lennon teased him that he looked like a train engineer instead of a retired rancher.

“Nope, I’ve probably got enough to do me for the rest of my life. After all, I’m eighty-three years old. How much time can I have left?” he groused as he opened the screen door and held it open for Lennon and the small child in her arms to walk through.

“You’d better have a long time left on this earth. I need you, you know.” She placed Sally gently down on the couch, taking the time to glance at a framed quilt block her mother had embroidered. It was words Lennon tried to live by. Love Lessons. As Lennon stirred up the batter for the pumpkin pancakes and squeezed fresh oranges for juice, she let the old familiar words roll over in her mind…Love is patient, love is kind. It does not envy, it does not boast, it is not proud. It is not rude, it is not self-seeking, it is not easily angered, it keeps no record of wrongs. Love does not delight in evil but rejoices with the truth. It always protects, always trusts, always hopes, always perseveres. Love never fails.

No, love never failed and she wouldn’t let her little family down either. After she’d dished up the pancakes and fed George and Sally, Lennon washed up the dishes and made sure her two favorite people had everything they needed before she returned to work. “I’ll be back soon. Let her watch cartoons as long as she wants to.” George raised a tired hand in acknowledgement. He looked about ready for a nap. “Sally, be a good girl for me,” she called.

“Yes, Lenny,” Sally answered automatically, her big blue eyes glued to the animated characters on the television screen.

“If things get to be too much, you could always sell to Rooster Daniels.” George said, speaking out quietly from his leather recliner.

“Bite your tongue,” Lennon sighed out the words. “Apache Springs is our home. We’ll work things out,” she assured the old man as she left the house. Lennon wished she felt as confident as she sounded. This time, she decided to take her horse instead of the truck. No problem seemed insurmountable once she was in the saddle. “Giddy-up, Firefly,” she gave the black mare full rein. “Let’s see what you can do this morning.” They set out across the green meadow, heading to the north fence-line. Lennon didn’t hold out much hope of finding the cattle, but it would’ve been nice to just run up on those thirteen head grazing down by the pond. But after riding for about an hour–she found the problem. A gap in the fence. One that had been cut and the wires slipped back into place over hastily driven ten-penny nails. Tire tracks in the dirt told her the rest of the sad tale. “Foot a duck,” Lennon whispered under her breath. “Foot a big duck.”

She was going to have to call Colin after all.
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“I’m sorry, Lennon.” Colin said, although to Lennon’s ears he didn’t sound too sorry. “Here at the Sheriff’s office we’re busy with real criminal activity. As you should well know, being this close to the border, we have immigration issues out the kazoo. The counties also dealing with heavier traffic due to the excavation and exploration out on Round Top. Are you sure you just didn’t miscount or move some of your cattle to a section of your ranch and just don’t remember doing it?”

“No, Colin. I didn’t just forget,” Lennon said tiredly. “Someone stole over a dozen head of my cattle. I know what I’m doing and I know how to do it. I’ve been running this ranch alone for the past seven years.” Lennon couldn’t have kept the frustration out of her voice if she tried.

“Well, we both know why you’re alone,” he said snidely. “Don’t go getting your panties in a wad, Ms. Haley. Just because you’re a spinster doesn’t entitle you to invent excuses to get a man to come out on your ranch.”

His conceited drawl infuriated Lennon as much as his thoughtless insults did. “Listen, Sheriff. I am not coming on to you. Believe me. You are the sheriff of Hudspeth County. It’s your job to investigate matters like this.” She refused to bring up the fiasco from so long ago, even though he was baiting her to mention it. Lennon knew he would get some type of perverse pleasure if she were to apologize again for something that hadn’t been her fault. This verbal battle was normal for their exchanges since graduation. Neither he nor any of his crowd ever let her forget what had happened so long ago. Colin had been teased unmercifully about her crush, long after Lennon’s infatuation had turned to dust. In retaliation, he’d directed all of his anger and embarrassment into a venom-laced crusade to make her life miserable.

Alone in her living room, Lennon sat down, resting her tired head in her hand. Small town living–memories were long and tongues were longer.

“You don’t have to remind me of my duties, Miss Haley.” Colin snapped at her. “If you want to come down and file a report, I can’t stop you. What I can do is prioritize the work my department is responsible for. And I can tell you now–you are a low priority.”

Lennon didn’t even bother responding to his rude comment. She just ended the call.

“He won’t help you?” George had been listening.

“No, he won’t.”

“Bastard.”

Lennon smiled at her friend and mentor. “Language, George. Little ears.” She pointed toward the sunroom where Sally was playing with her dolls.

“You know what you ought to do?” George whispered, raising a crooked finger in the air. When she looked at him quizzically, he continued. “Contact the TSCRA, they employ Special Rangers to deal with exactly this kind of thing.”

“Special Rangers, do you mean Texas Rangers?”

“No. They’re retired Rangers, mostly. But, they’ll listen to you. You’re not the only rancher this is happening to. Despite the year on the calendar, cattle rustling is still big business in this part of the world.”

Lennon considered his suggestion. The Texas and Southwestern Cattle Raisers Association was the governing body that incorporated all of the ranches in several states. Her father had joined years ago and she’d kept paying their dues. “All right. Good idea. I’ll call them. Frankly, I’d rather deal with a rattlesnake than Colin Ferguson any day.”
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Dallas removed his gray Stetson and hung it on the wooden hat rack by his front door. His beautiful lakeside apartment was dark and lonely. With a yawn, he flipped on a light and noticed he’d left the electric fireplace on. Finding the small remote lying on the table next to his recliner, he turned it off, then went to the double patio doors and opened them wide. The night was nice and he could certainly use some fresh air. The last few days on the road had been tedious, and then he’d come back to the office with a butt-load of forms to fill out. Paperwork was his least favorite part of the job. Hell, he knew being a Texas Ranger couldn’t mean constant excitement, but that was exactly what he lived for.

He sure as hell didn’t have anything else in his life.

Crossing to the small kitchen, he opened one door of the side by side refrigerator and took out a locally brewed beer. Several containers of spoiled Chinese food greeted him with a less than savory odor. Turning up his nose, he slammed the door. He’d deal with that mess a little later. Right now, Dallas just needed to put his feet up and rest. The last few weeks he’d been dealing with a stand-off between the Bureau of Land Management and some homegrown terrorists who’d allied themselves with an old Texas rancher in a controversy over what they viewed as an illegal seizing of private land by the federal government. Even after the hostages had been released, he’d had to deal with the aftermath. Building a case to punish the radicals responsible and trying to convince the state authorities that the rancher had no intention for things to get so out of hand was not easy. Having Governor Kyle Chancellor at his back had helped, but the feds and the state of Texas didn’t always see eye to eye. Texas was the only state in the union with secession rights and they never let anyone forget it.

Grabbing the black remote, he turned on the flat-screen TV and settled down in his beloved recliner to watch the local news. The drone of the TV mixed with the hum of the appliances and soon he was nodding off to sleep. The best he could hope for was not to dream. Unpleasant thoughts woke him up and now he just lay there wondering what the hell had happened to his life. He was dead tired, his body protesting the lack of sleep and the lack of sexual release. For about the space of two seconds, Dallas considered calling Sonia and inviting her over or going to her place for some quick sex. His obvious lack of motivation stemmed from sheer boredom. Sonia Enfield was a nice enough lady, very pretty and a damn good lawyer. She loved to hang out at his place, more to be in his apartment, he thought, than any pleasure she took from spending time with him. Dallas smiled. He understood, his apartment was a rare find. Sonia always said that if he ever decided to move, she wanted first dibs at his apartment. Other than his incredible view of the Lake Austin, she had no more interest in anything long term or meaningful relationship-wise than he did.

So, what was the problem? Hell, if he knew. At the moment, he just didn’t want sex bad enough to move. But the longer he sat there, the more the familiar round of thoughts began to plague his mind…

If Carly hadn’t found the box, if she hadn’t gone to Houston, if she’d wanted their baby…if he’d been worthy of her love…if…if…

An endless sea of if’s and none of them meant a damn thing in the long run. All Dallas had now, that meant anything to him, was work. He could work hard, succeed, see the fruits of his labors–that was all that mattered. Because work was all he had.

Draining the beer can, he considered getting up and fetching another one. But that would require movement and right now, it was just too much to ask of his tired body. Maybe he’d just sleep out here tonight in the recliner, in front of the TV. Beds just reminded him of what was missing in his life.

Buzz! Buzz!

Dallas eyed his cell phone with distaste. Who would be calling so late? Picking it up he squinted an eye to read the name in the dimming light. Ah, an old friend, Hiram Glover. Dallas couldn’t help but smile. Hiram had been his mentor when he first became a DPS officer. When he’d decided to try out for the Rangers, Hiram had encouraged him. The old man had retired a few years ago and now served as a ‘special ranger’, ready to be called up if the need be, serving in capacities where a ranger’s know-how was invaluable. Dallas liked to think of the unit as being akin to the National Guard on a state level. “McClain. Hiram is that you?”

“Hello, Dallas, it’s good to hear your voice.”

“It’s good to hear yours. How’s Marge?” Dallas settled back, a smile coming to his face. He could still remember the day Hiram had ‘initiated’ him into the Rangers, the crank call where he’d been sent out on a drug bust only to find himself in the midst of a party in his honor, complete with a scantily clad well-endowed dancer hopping out of a big round cake with the Texas lone star emblazoned on the top layer in chocolate icing. The sight had made Dallas distinctly uncomfortable, wondering if the woman who jumped out of the cake had a little boy waiting for her at home. The fact that he’d never said a word about the incident went without saying.

“Well, that’s what I called you about, Dallas. Marge isn’t doing too well.”

“What do you mean?” His friend’s voice sounded weak, not the usual strong baritone he was used to hearing. “Is something wrong?”

“Marge had a light stroke. High blood pressure. I’m having to stay fairly close to home these days.”

Dallas sat upright, lowering his booted feet to the floor and leaning forward. “Is there something I can do? You know you only have to ask.”

“Well, there is, if you have time.” Dallas could hear Marge’s voice in the background, telling him that Dallas was too busy, not to bother him, that she didn’t mind being left alone.

“I’m in between cases right now. There’s been a body discovered in a deep gorge in East Texas that I need to check on soon, but there’s no rush for him. He’s been there a decade or two at least. So, tell me what’s up.”

Hiram cleared his throat as if relieved. “I got a call from the TSCRS. There’s a woman rancher over near El Paso in Hudspeth County who thinks a cattle rustler has taken about a dozen or so head of her cattle. Funny thing is, she’s also reporting vandalism to her property.

“What does the local Sheriff have to say about it?” Dallas was familiar with standard operating procedures.

“Well, as far as I can tell, the Sheriff’s a prick.”

“You don’t say. How’s that?” Dallas mused. Hiram’s reaction surprised and puzzled him.

“I called him as a courtesy and to get his opinion and he just laughed the whole situation off. He says the woman has a reputation for exaggerating things. How he acted bothered me, because he talked about her with so little respect. Dallas, I knew her Daddy. Richard Haley was a damn good man and if this is the daughter I remember meeting, she was a little go-getter even then. I can recall her steering the tractor sitting on a big fluffy pillow to reach the steering wheel with wooden blocks fixed on the floor controls so her legs would be long enough to touch the pedals.”

Dallas could easily see the image Hiram painted with his description. “So, you think her complaint may be legit?”

“I do think it’s legit, yes. You know, I was looking at the 2014 statistics and we had 726 cases in Texas. Those 726 cases involved over 5000 head of cattle stolen at a value of almost five million dollars. This woman could very well be telling the truth. I don’t want to dismiss her out of hand like Ferguson wants to, so I’d appreciate if you’d drive over to Hudspeth County and pay her a little visit.”

Dallas’s mind was already working. He was looked at the map app on his phone. “Where did you say she was located?”

“Hudspeth County, north west of Big Bend Country. Apache Springs is out in the middle of nowhere. El Paso is a good hour east and Sierra Blanca is about an hour north of the ranch. If you have to stay any length of time, I’m sure she’d put you up. There used to be a nice lodge on the property, as best I can remember.”

“I’ll cross that bridge when I get to it.” Dallas muttered, he’d much rather be in a motel, if possible. “Let me check in with the office and let them know what’s going on. As a courtesy, I’ll stop in and pay a visit to Sheriff Ferguson before I head over to Apache Springs.”

Hiram let out a relieved sigh. “Thanks, son. I owe you one.”

“No, you don’t owe me anything,” Dallas reassured him. “I’ll be glad to take care of this. Don’t worry. You just take care of Marge.”

The next day found Dallas on the road to West Texas. He’d driven through Wimberley and stopped to visit his Fire Chief, Titan Sloan, for a few minutes. When he was in town for a good spell, he always answered calls to fight fires with his unit. He’d been on the call when Titan’s wife, Makenna, had almost been killed by her abusive ex-husband. If things ever settled down again, he looked forward to being more active in the Volunteer Fire Department.

As his personal truck ate up the miles, Dallas let his mind wander. How different his dreams were now compared to what they’d been when he first married Carly. He’d been determined to work hard, save money and buy a spread of his own. Giving up the desire to own a little piece of Texas was difficult. But without a family, there really was no reason for those types of aspirations. The lessons he’d learned so painfully had taught him well. He was much better off alone.

The farther west he traveled, the more the landscape changed in front of his eyes. By the time he reached Sierra Blanca, he could easily imagine he was on the set of a Spaghetti Western. Looking at the stark vista before him, the jutting mountain peaks and the surrounding desert–he knew this was what most people pictured when they thought of Texas. It never crossed their mind the state also contained flat prairies, dense pine forests and a gulf coast shoreline.

Easing into the two-horse town, Dallas parked in front of the small brick law enforcement office. Getting out slowly, he took a moment to stretch his legs. This was the type of town where they rolled up the sidewalks at five-thirty, if there were sidewalks to roll up. A cloud of dust blew down Main Street causing a beer bottle to roll and clank on the hot asphalt in front of him. The calendar might read spring, but the thermometer begged to differ.

At the tattered front door, two old men sat drinking coffee and chewing tobacco. Dallas grimaced, he didn’t know how they could combine those two activities without choking to death. Lifting his gray Stetson, he greeted them as he passed by. “Good day, gentlemen. How are you?”

“Fair to middlin’,” one replied and Dallas nodded his understanding. The screen door creaked and inside a warped brown ceiling fan whipped the dust around. A rotund deputy sat with his feet on his desk and another’s head was buried in an ancient green filing cabinet.

“Is Sheriff Ferguson in?”

The one at the desk, whose nameplate said HOWARD KEEL, pointed to an office to the left and called out. “Colin! There’s a Ranger here to see you!” Both deputies came ambling toward him. “Man, we haven’t seen a Ranger in these parts in a while. What’s going on?”

Before he could answer, a man strolled out from the side office with his thumbs hooked in his belt. He reminded Dallas of a young Gary Busey. “A Ranger, huh? What did we do?” He smiled and reached for Dallas’s hand.

Dallas shook hands with all of them. “I’m here by request of Special Agent Hiram Glover. He wanted me to check in on the Haley case.”

“The Haley case?” Ferguson laughed. “There is no Haley case. You don’t know this woman like I do. She’s a little hard up, if you know what I mean.” He winked at Dallas. “Any ploy she can use to get a man across her cattle guard, she’ll do it.”

Dallas didn’t respond, but he did see how the other two deputies looked at one another with an uncomfortable expression. He wasn’t sure if their disapproval was for the woman in question or the sheriff himself. “Is there any specific information you can give me?”

“Nah, I didn’t go out there. I told her I had real sherrifin’ business to tend to.”

Dallas nodded as if he understood. In reality, the guy was beginning to get on his nerves. “Well, this is just a courtesy call so you’ll know I’m investigating in your precinct. If I find there’s a matter for concern, I’ll let you know. If not, I’ll just head back the way I came.”

“I won’t expect to hear from you, then.” Ferguson said, with a bit of edge in his voice.

“Are you sure you don’t want to stay and have some coffee?” One of the deputies offered, as if trying to diffuse the situation.

Dallas saw no reason to linger. “I appreciate it, but I’m going to stop by the Dairy Queen on my way out of town.”

“I’ll take some coffee, boys. I’m always thirsty!” A booming voice drew their attention.

“Rooster! Good to see you!” The Sheriff almost ran to meet the man who sauntered in, dressed in a cream colored linen suit, the kind Dallas always associated with drug lords from tropical countries. “What can I do for you, Sir?”

“I’m here to see if one of your men would like to make some extra money. I need some guard duty over at the excavation site.”

They kept talking while Dallas tried to place the smartly dressed man in his mind. He did look familiar. He didn’t have to think long, the Sheriff called Dallas over. “Ranger McClain, I’m sure you know Rooster Daniels, one of the richest men in the country. He owns a lot of land around here, and has provided a lot of jobs to our county. We owe him, big time.” Colin Ferguson beamed as he relayed the information.

“One-riot, one-ranger. Isn’t that what that say?” Rooster Daniels offered his hand to Dallas.

“Yes, sir, that’s what they say all right.” Now, he remembered. Rooster Daniels. Loud-mouthed, colorful, billionaire entrepreneur. Yes, Dallas knew of him and he wasn’t impressed. “Nice to meet you. I’ll be going, I’ve got places to be.”

“Good luck, McClain. You’re gonna need it, I’m afraid,” Colin said with a laugh before returning his attention to Daniels.

Dallas tipped his hat and took his leave, heading to the burger joint so he could use the bathroom and get a milkshake. He loved chocolate milkshakes, they were one of his weaknesses.

After he’d quenched his thirst and appeased his sweet tooth, the last thirty miles went by fast. Just before he made the last turn-off, he realized he hadn’t made reservations for a motel room. Even if he found the Sheriff was right and there was no reason for him to investigate, he wouldn’t be able to drive back to Austin tonight. It was a damn eight-hour trip.

As Dallas drove under the gate, he admired the artwork overhead. A wrought iron depiction of mountains and two Native American chiefs on horseback graced the entrance sign. He was no stranger to ranches and this looked like the real deal. Once upon a time, Apache Springs might have been a showplace. There were several outbuildings other than the barn and a rambling stucco and stone house. He could see cattle in the distance and, if he wasn’t mistaken, some sheep in the distance. There were horses grazing in one field and chickens pecking in the dirt under a scrub oak.

Coming to a stop, he parked his truck near the entrance to the house. Seeing no one in sight, he climbed from his vehicle and shut the door. Just as he did, Dallas heard an odd squealing and a high-pitched giggle. Looking up, he saw a tiny pink pig running right toward him followed by a little girl with a cloud of blond hair radiating from her head in bouncy curls. He started to sidestep them, but the pig ran between his legs and the little girl barreled into him, grabbing his legs to steady herself. “Hey, easy.” He grasped the tiny child’s shoulders to keep her from falling backwards, then frowned when he saw two hand prints on his freshly laundered jeans, perfectly outlined in peanut butter and dotted with jelly. “Good grief,” he muttered.

“I saw-we, Mr. Man.” She dabbed at his pants and smeared them all the more.

Dallas grabbed her little wrists to stay them and then realized he was now adorned with peanut butter also. “Criminy, look at us.”

The little angel got the giggles and he couldn’t help but smile. “Where’s your Mommy?”

His question brought a frown to the Shirley Temple lookalike. “I live wiff Lenny since I was borned. She needs me.”

“Ah.” He tried to read between the lines, but…the peanut butter made everything a little sticky–including his thoughts. “Well, where’s Lenny, or is it Mrs. Haley?”

“Lenny’s in de barn with George. She needs him too.” After gifting him with that modicum amount of information, the little sprite took off after the baby pig who seemed to be waiting to continue the chase.

He held his hands out, bent to survey the mess on his pants and sighed. A nearby water faucet drew him. Dallas found the end of the water hose and managed to wash off most of the P-B and J. “Great, now I look like I’ve pissed myself,” he grumbled.

When he was as clean as he could manage, he resumed his journey to the barn that used to be painted apple red. Now, streaks of gray bled through the red. The closer he drew, the more he wondered what was going on. He could hear a man’s voice speaking. “You’re going to fall and break that pretty neck of yours. Why don’t you wait until we can get someone out here to help you?”

“You know we can’t afford help. Don’t worry. I’ve almost got it. Hand me one more board.”

Dallas walked in just in time to see a small woman reaching down to grab the end of a piece of lumber held aloft by a frail old gentleman. “Got it?”

“Yea.” She tugged it to her, lined it up, then began to hammer the board in place. “Just a few more nails and the loft will be repaired.” Lennon pushed her hair over her shoulder and finished the arduous chore.

“Excuse me.”

The last blow of her hammer had barely sounded when the strange voice drew her attention. Lennon raised her head and almost lost her balance. There was a strange man in her barn. A very good-looking, strange man. She blinked twice. Arrow, starring Stephen Amell, was one of her favorite shows and this guy could pass for his twin–oh, my God! “Hello!” She answered brightly. “I’ll be right down. George, please see to our guest.”

Dallas could hear her voice, but he couldn’t see the woman clearly. Despite his irritation with Ferguson, the information he’d conveyed about this woman came to mind. The older gentleman slowly managed to turn around and make eye contact with him. “Where’d you come from, young feller?”

Stepping closer, Dallas extended his hand. He tried to remember what Hiram had said about the woman’s father. Had his name been George? “I’m a Texas Ranger, Dallas McClain. Are you Mr. Haley?”

George leaned close enough to hear Dallas speak. “Ranger, you say? No. There is no Mr. Haley. Richard’s dead and Lennon’s not married. I’m George Morgan. I used to be a neighbor until I got old. I live here with Lennon now. She needs me.” He eyed Dallas suspiciously. “Did you have an accident in your pants?”

“I ran into a little girl chasing a pig,” he said dryly. “Peanut butter and jelly seemed to be on the menu.”

Hearing what the Ranger said, Lennon hurried down. “I’m so sorry. Did she ruin your clothes? I’ll be glad to pay for them.” She wiped her palms on the back of her jeans, then offered him one in greeting. “The pig is new. Sally’s excited. I’m Lennon Haley.” Up close he was even more handsome–and big.

He took her small hand for a moment, pressing it gently between his fingers. “Dallas McClain,” he repeated. “I don’t think there’s any permanent damage.” The woman before him was slight, a study in shades of brown. He couldn’t tell much about her shape; the clothes she wore weren’t form fitting at all. She had a gamine face with huge eyes and full lips. Her hair was caught back in a braid that hung to the middle of her back. “Can we talk, Ms. Haley?

“Of course.” Lennon let her eyes rove down his body, centering on his wet thighs–and what lay just above them. He cleared his throat and she jerked her eyes up, realizing he’d caught her staring. Her whole face flamed. “Did you say you’re a Texas Ranger?”

Dallas touched the Lone Star badge on his belt. Becoming a Ranger had given him a chance at something he’d never had before–respectability and honor. “Yes. My friend, Special Agent Hiram Glover, contacted me to come and check on the problem you seem to be having. You think there’s cattle missing from your herd?”

“Uh…” The man had her absolutely tongue tied. “Yes,” she finally managed to say. Lennon glanced at George for encouragement. “Why don’t we go into the house and get something to drink and I’ll be glad to explain everything and answer any questions you might have.”

“You two go ahead, I’ll be in shortly.” The older man waved them on. “I’ll gather up Sally and the piglet. Put on a pot of coffee for me, Len.”

“Okay, I will,” she agreed, making her way from the barn toward the house. She was ultra-aware the man followed along behind her “Come on in, Ranger McClain. I have to tell you that I’m a bit shocked. I really didn’t expect anyone to show up to talk to me.”

“Why? Was your report falsified?” he asked bluntly. Had she been ‘crying wolf’ as the old fable told. Dallas followed her up the stone steps to the porch, which had seen better days. Everything seemed to need a good coat of paint. He heard Ms. Haley let out a long sigh.

“No. I didn’t falsify anything. You’ve been speaking to Sheriff Ferguson, haven’t you?” Lennon didn’t wait for an answer. “Have a seat, please. I’ll be back in just a moment. While the coffee makes would you care for lemonade or sweet tea? Maybe a soda?” she inquired politely, minding her manners. There was no use being rude to this man just because Colin Ferguson was an ass.

“Lemonade sounds good.” He needed something to take the chocolate taste out of his mouth. While he waited, seated in a chintz armchair facing an arched entryway into what appeared to be a formal dining room, he let his eyes wander around the room. Everything was clean, a bit strewn, but a young child would explain the clutter. A doll, books, crayons and a Candyland game vied for space next to the stone fireplace. An older model television sat on a wooden stand flanked by two tall bookshelves jammed packed with books. Most of them seemed to be paperbacks–romance novels probably. Dallas couldn’t help but smirk a little bit. Perhaps Ferguson was on to something.

On the wall in front of him was a framed tapestry. Dallas narrowed his eyes to read it in the glare of the afternoon sun filtering through the plastic blinds. At first, the writing was hard to read, an embroidered script. As his eyes became accustomed to the lighting, he could see it was most unusual. The largest words were Lessons of Love. The rest of it was an embroidered spiral of the scriptures from the thirteenth chapter of the Biblical Book of Corinthians, detailing the qualities of love. Dallas pressed his lips together tightly–refusing to finish reading the words. He no longer had any use for the emotion called love.

“Here you go.” Lennon brought the pink toned glass and held it out to her guest. “The coffee will be done in a moment, Ranger McClain.”

“Thank-you.” He accepted her offering and drank deeply, waiting for her to light somewhere. She seemed nervous and he considered the possible reasons. Was he the cause? Was it because he was a man or because he was a Ranger? Neither possibility sat well with him. He’d known of ranchers concocting stories of stolen cattle to take advantage of insurance claims. Dallas wasn’t an expert, but Apache Springs didn’t have the look of a successful operation. Of course, that didn’t mean she was lying. Remembering what Hiram had said, Dallas decided to give Lennon Haley the benefit of the doubt. “Why don’t you have a seat, Ms. Haley?”

“Okay,” Lennon answered. She felt funny, being invited to sit down in her own home. Lennon didn’t know why she was so nervous. There was a reason for this man to be here. She had called in the complaint herself–she just hadn’t expected to be visited by someone who’d give her nighttime fantasies a face. Choosing a straight-back chair located a few feet away from him, she sat primly on the edge of the seat. As if his eyes were mirrors, she became conscious of her appearance–of how he would see her. In the infinitesimal amount of time it took for her to get her bearings, her complete lack of qualities necessary to attract a man like him became painfully obvious. Her clothes were functional and sexless. Her body was practically the same–functional and more tomboyish than sexy. “I have been having problems,” she offered lamely, thoroughly cowed down by her own thoughts.

“Hiram didn’t tell me much, ma’am. Why don’t you fill me in on the details?”

Ranger McClain took out his wallet and opened it up and Lennon could see it contained a silver pen and a small notepad. His hands were fascinating–big, broad, with heavy veins on top. Lennon wondered what it would feel like to be touched by him. Chill bumps bloomed on her skin, causing her to shiver.

“Lennon? Ms. Haley?”

She jumped a bit, his masculine voice bringing her out of the erotic daze she’d been in. “Sorry, I was wool-gathering.” Her own excuse made her smile–fitting, since she raised sheep.

A bolt of awareness shot through Dallas like a bullet. Her smile completely transformed her face–giving it life, making her brown eyes sparkle with gold. He realized they were not really brown at all, but a rich deep amber. She reminded him a bit of one of his favorite actresses, the dark haired girl who played Rachel on the television show called Suits. What was her name? Meghan. Yes, Lennon resembled Meghan. Just not nearly as sexy. “Explain to me the problems you’ve been experiencing.” He said nothing to lead her on, he needed to hear it all in her own words. Throughout his time with the Rangers, Dallas had learned to read people’s expressions and mannerisms fairly well. He prided himself on knowing when they were lying.

“All right.” Lennon clasped her hands together, wishing they were softer and that her nails were painted a pretty color. “Several things have been happening and I’m not even sure they’re related, to tell you the truth. The first thing I noticed was the mailbox. Someone shot it several times until it came off the post.”

Dallas made a note. “Could’ve been kids – teenagers.”

“I’m aware it could be, yes. Someone also put sugar in the gas tank of my tractor and cut the waterlines between the house and the outbuildings. Those things were bad enough, more than a nuisance, really. But a few days ago we realized over a dozen head of our Beefmasters and Angus are missing. I found a place where a gap has been cut in the fence with wire-cutters and I found evidence of tire tracks.”

“I’ll want to check all of this out, personally,” he said without looking up.

“Of course.” Lennon wanted him to. “You’ll be welcome.”

“Can you give me a detailed description of the cattle that are missing?”

“Yes.” Lennon rose on unsteady feet and went to her desk. “I’ve already made a list.” She handed the paper to him. “If you need any more information, I’ll be glad to get it for you.”

Dallas scanned the list she’d made. Description, age, weight, date purchased, where and from whom purchased, or if they were born at Apache Springs. All of this information was noted in a small, feminine hand-writing. Hell, she even had them named, he noticed. Brenda, Melissa, Mr. T., Darlise… Good grief. “This looks sufficient. What about the Apache Springs brand? Do you have one?”

“Oh, yes, of course.” She took another piece of paper, found a pen and drew a picture of the Bar H brand. “Here, you go.”

Dallas took the paper, then checked his pocket watch for the time. “Can you show me around now before it gets any later?”

“Well, the coffee’s done.” She could smell it. “Could you share a cup with George while I make dinner? Sally will be hungry and you’re more than welcome to join us. I put four racks of ribs in the slow cooker this morning. All I need to do is whip up some mashed potatoes and make a salad. After we eat, we could check things out. It won’t get dark until eight-thirty.” When he looked a bit skeptical, she hastily added. “Sally needs to eat, she’ll go to bed early.”

Dallas nodded. He understood. “That’ll be fine.” Even though he’d never gotten the chance to raise his own child, he could sympathize. Hesitating, Dallas considered his options. He didn’t really want to sit down to a meal with this odd group. On the other hand, he was hungry. “The meal sounds great. Thank-you. I think I already know the answer to this, but is there a motel close by?”

“There’s one back in Sierra Blanca, but that’s thirty miles.” She pointed to her left. “I wish I had an extra room, but I don’t. There’s the couch…but you’re way too big for it.” Her face brightened. “I know. I’ve been cleaning out the lodge and the bathhouse. It’s not completed yet, but the bedrooms are habitable. I could make up one of the beds for you. There’s also one of those old-fashioned window water coolers to stave off the heat. You could stay there.”

He wouldn’t be staying here any longer than necessary, but the idea held appeal. “I’d like that. Thank-you. Did you say bathhouse?”

The front door opening and closing, along with the little girl’s excited voice drew his attention. “Is Tilly a good name for a pig, George?”

“I think it’s a fine name, Sally.” George took off his cap and hung it on the back of a dining room chair. “Is that coffee ready yet, Lenny?”

“Yes, it is, George. I’ll get it for you.” Lennon glanced at Ranger McClain. “What do you take in yours, sir?”

“You don’t have to be so formal. I’ll fix mine. I’m persnickety. I count the grains of sugar. Now, what were you saying about a bathhouse?” Dallas followed along behind her, his eyes moving down to check out her ass. Whatever shape she might possess was well hidden behind the bulky loose-fitting denim jeans. Pity.

Lennon moved to the simple oak cabinets and took down two china cups. She didn’t feel like coffee herself. “Apache Springs has been in my family a long time, Ranger McClain. Years ago, and I’m talking almost a hundred years ago, the bathhouse and lodge catered to society folk. People like President Taft and the Vanderbilt family came here to take advantage of the natural hot springs. The waters were touted as medicinal as well as recreational…” she faltered, realizing she sounded like a travel brochure.

“Interesting. Are the baths still here?” He’d never seen one, but he’d read about the ones they had up in Hot Springs, Arkansas.

“Yes, they are.” She pushed the sugar bowl and the small pitcher of cream over to him. “The waters are the hottest natural springs in Texas, about a hundred seventeen degrees. George uses them for his arthritis occasionally and I like to soak after a hard day of throwing hay bales.”

An image of her lounging in a bath full of bubbles drifted through his mind. “Sounds amazing.”

She picked up George’s coffee. “You’re welcome to use the pools anytime while you’re here. I’ll put extra towels in your room. Now, I’ll let you sit with George while I cook, so you won’t be bored to death with me.”

Lennon stepped ahead of him, expecting Dallas to follow. Bored? How unusual for a woman to assume, much less admit, she was boring.

“Here, George.” She handed him his favorite brown mug. Pulling a padded side chair closer to George, she motioned toward Dallas. “Please sit here, Ranger McClain and George can regal you with stories about the good old days.” While Dallas took his seat, Lennon squatted by Sally. “Very nice,” she admired the little girl’s drawing of a slightly misshapen pink pig. “Aren’t you glad we found her?”

“Yes, Lenny, you need her.”

“You’re right.” Lennon kissed her on the head. “I need all of you.”

She gave Dallas an odd apologetic smile and fled to the kitchen. “Dinner will be ready in a jiffy.”

“Did Lennon fix you up?” George asked, his blue eyes faded but alert.

“She gave me some information. I’ll need to check it all out, of course.” Dallas sipped his coffee and met the old man’s gaze levelly. “What do you make of the situation, Mr. Morgan?”

“What do I think?” George grunted. “I think someone is trying to hurt Lennon. Vandalism. Stealing. What’s happening is criminal, if you ask me.”

“Did you see anything suspicious? Anyone hanging around that shouldn’t be?” Dallas could hear Lennon working in the kitchen behind him. She was humming in a soft, off-key sort of way.

“Nope. I’m old. I go to bed early. Lennon takes care of me.” He waved his hand in an encompassing manner. “She does everything around here. We don’t even have any ranch hands anymore. Having to fork cash out to repair what’s been destroyed around here didn’t help. All of the extra money she gets goes to pay for that little girl. My pension barely pays the extra insurance I need for my treatments.”

“What about insurance on the ranch. Has Lennon filed a claim?” These were questions Dallas had to ask.

“Didn’t you ask her? I think you should ask her. This isn’t you accusing me, it’s you accusing her!”

Dallas absorbed the old man’s gruff anger. “I call it investigating.”

“You can ask her, but I’ll answer your question. No. She didn’t file a claim because she doesn’t have insurance on the ranch. When the choice came down to health insurance for Sally or coverage on the ranch assets, she chose Sally.”

“Where’s Sally’s father?” Dallas asked lowly, leaning closer to George. He didn’t really know why he was asking this question. It wasn’t part of his investigation.

George answered, equally quiet. He looked over toward the little girl, but Sally didn’t seem to be paying them any mind. She was happily coloring and watching cartoons. “Who the hell knows? Lennon doesn’t even know where her cousin is these days.”

“Sally isn’t Lennon’s daughter?” Dallas was confused.

George narrowed his eyes at Dallas. “Not that it’s any of your business. Sally is Lennon’s daughter in every way that matters, but her first cousin is the birth mother.”

“I live with Lenny, she needs me.” Sally announced calmly from across the room.

“Hearing like a little elephant, that one.” George chuckled. “Lennon took me in after my wife died and I had nowhere else to go but the old folks home. We have an odd little family here, Mr. McClain, but it’s still a family. You can do all the investigating you want, but all you’ll find is that little girl in there is as good as gold. Someone’s stealing from her and it’s your job to stop them.”

“Dinner’s ready!” Lennon suddenly called from the doorway.

Dallas rose and handed Mr. Morgan his cane. The little girl scampered in ahead of them. His stomach rumbled as the aroma of the ribs wafted out to meet him. When he entered the kitchen, it was to find the table already set and filled with food, including a three-layer coconut cake–his favorite. Now, his mouth was watering.

“Have a seat here, Ranger McClain.” Lennon held a chair out for him. “I hope you’re hungry.” He nodded, sitting across from George. Sally sat beside him and Lennon was to George’s left, seemingly as far away from Dallas as she could get. Was she hiding something?

“Company first.” Lennon passed the ribs to him across the table.

“We’re like a fambly,” Sally said with a smile.

No one said anything. Dallas felt a sharp ache in his heart. The pain of his loss was great. Carly hadn’t wanted their child and this woman made room in her heart for someone else’s. I’m never going to have a family, he thought. It was safer. You couldn’t lose what you didn’t have.


Chapter Three
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“You go on out and let Lennon show you around,” he motioned to Dallas, then pointed to the door. “Sally and I will clean the kitchen.” George rose slowly, holding on to his cane.

“Leave them, I’ll do the dishes when we get back.” Lennon protested.

“When you get back, you have to tuck me in and read to me!” Sally informed her loudly.

“I can do two things, I think.” Lennon gave them both a hug. “What would I do without you two?”

Dallas stood back, feeling awkward until she was ready to go. After the little girl had announced they were a family, things had grown very quiet. He wasn’t the one who’d been the most self-conscious, however. Lennon had blushed and given him an apologetic whisper of ‘sorry about that’.

“Ready?” she asked with a smile.

“Yes, and that was one fine meal, Ms. Haley. One of the best I’ve ever had, especially the coconut cake. Thank-you.” He patted his full stomach, noting that the praise seemed to surprise her.

“Thank you. You’re very welcome. Let’s take the horses. I assume you can ride?”

“I can. I’d rather ride. I was cooped up all day on the road.” He held the door for her.

She gave him a slight smile. “Well, I wanted to be sure. I know you’re a city-boy.”

The unexpectedness of her teasing made him laugh. “I’m a by-God Texas Ranger, cowgirl. I practically grew up on a horse.”

“Me too, obviously.” She spread her hands, gesturing toward the ranch. “I think I rode a horse before I could walk. I barrel raced for a while, but my father made me quit. When his health deteriorated, I had to assume more responsibility here, so I had to quit the rodeo circuit.”

“Do you miss it?” They’d come to the barn and he stepped forward to open another door for her. His courtly manners were getting a work-out.

Ranger McClain’s unexpected chivalry made Lennon shiver. She wasn’t used to it, at all. “I did, but there was no way I could spare the time to compete. After he passed, I found another way to participate in the rodeo that didn’t take up quite so much time.”

A loud, desperate bawling noise splintered the air. “What the hell was that?”

Lennon giggled. “Come here, I’ll show you.” She led him to a stall where a small black bull calf stood on wobbly legs. “This is Lancelot. He’s hungry. His mom didn’t live through the birth. We’re bottle-feeding him. George had lunch duty, I’ll feed him supper when we return.”

“Patience doesn’t seem to be one of his virtues.” Dallas grinned as the little calf licked her hand and butted her knees with his big hard head.

“He’s a man, I think that’s a common trait.”

He laughed again, she was surprising him. “Hand me a bridle and I’ll help.” She opened the tack room and soon they had two horses saddled and ready to go. Remembering what she’d said, he asked, “What did you mean when you said you found another way to participate in the rodeo?”

With reins in hand, she headed her horse to the gate. Not waiting for him, she dismounted, opened it and waited for him to ride through. “Don’t laugh when I tell you,” she said as she led her horse through, closed the gate and remounted.

“I can’t promise. What are you, a rodeo clown?” He was teasing. She was probably going to tell him that she sold concessions or something. He could almost see her hawking peanuts.

“Yea, something like that. Basically I wear a costume and entertain the crowd.” He was making fun of her, so she decided not to elaborate. What she didn’t tell him was that they were called bullfighters now, not rodeo clowns. Her job was to distract the bull until the cowboy could get to his feet and safely away, wearing red long-johns and waving a bra in the bull’s face. The crowd loved it and so far she had saved a few lives. She wasn’t the only female bullfighter, there was another one in Texas who used to be a Dallas Cowboy cheerleader.

Her sketchy explanation seemed to satisfy him. “So, you think the fence was cut?” Dallas asked, lifting his hat so he could see into the distance.

As they talked, they’d ridden a good distance. “Yes, not too far from here. I’ll show you.” She gave her horse his head and they sped up. “See.” She pointed, dismounting. “The tracks are about gone now, but this gap wasn’t here before the other day.”

Dallas got down and came to stand by her. He looked at the fence, then glanced around at the rolling landscape punctuated by hills and cactus. “This is desolate country. No one to witness much of anything. Let’s ride around a little more. I want to get a better look.” He held her horse while she climbed on.

“Thank you, Ranger.”

“Call me, Dallas,” he offered.

Despite her troubles, Lennon felt lighthearted. “Is Dallas your real name?”

“Nope, a nickname.” He left out the sordid details. “I’m William Walter McClain. Don’t ask me who I was named for, I have no idea what my mother was thinking.”

His answer was evasive, but she seemed to find it amusing. Laughing, she confided her name to him. “I’m Lennon Starr, my mother was a Beatle’s fan.”

“Nice.” Dallas sat up straighter in the saddle. “What’s that over there?”

He pointed and they headed toward something lying on the ground. “Is it a cow?” she asked, concerned.

“No, it’s a mule deer. Gunshot.” Dallas jumped to the ground to check. He knelt and laid a hand on the deer. “It’s been dead for a while.”

“A hunter, you think?” She looked at him with a worried expression on her face.

“Probably.” Dallas wasn’t sure. “A hunter will usually harvest the meat, or at least carve out the hindquarters.”

“Maybe they shot the deer and it ran off before it died. They might have looked for it, but didn’t find it.”

Her explanation was plausible. “It could happen. Let’s head back. It’s getting dark, we’d best get to the house.”

The sun was sitting right on top of the mountains, coloring the sky a brilliant purple, orange and pink. “Beautiful sunset,” Lennon remarked.

“Yea, it is.” Her words weren’t said in any romantic tone, but it was best not to encourage her. “I don’t notice sunsets very much.” In fact, Dallas wasn’t really watching the sky. He had a funny feeling, as if they were being watched. Scanning the horizon, he didn’t really know what he was looking for. “What mountains are those?”

“That’s the Finlay Mountains, the tallest is called Round Top. We have mountains on the east portion of our property, but none as high as Round Top. There’s over six thousand acres at Apache Springs and two thousand more leased from the Texas Land Grant Association. About a third is pasture land and there’s also nine miles of Rio Grande riverfront.”

Dallas jerked his head toward her. “I didn’t know that. Do you ever have any trouble with people coming across from Mexico?”

Lennon shrugged. “Sometimes. This is a hard place to cross on foot. The Chihuahuan Desert is on both sides of the river. People die from thirst and exposure. I remember Daddy found a little girl’s body when I was younger.”

“Sad.” Dallas pulled his hat down over his eyes and squinted. His eyes were playing tricks on him. That couldn’t be another… “Lennon, look.”

She did, then urged her horse quickly forward. “Oh, no. One of my bulls has been shot.” She looked at him. “Do you think it was accidental, like the deer?”

“No. I don’t really think either one was an accident.” Dallas was honest with her. “I think you have a problem.”
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“I don’t know what I’m going to do.” Lennon was honest as she accompanied Dallas to the old lodge, her arms full of linens. “I can’t afford to hire help to patrol the fence line. Repairing everything that’s been vandalized has drained my bank account. I’m even a few days behind on my monthly note.”

“Your father left you with a mortgage?” This information surprised him.

“No, he didn’t.” She shook her head. “I borrowed money against the ranch to pay the court costs to adopt Sally and the hospital bills from her birth.” When he cast her a questioning glance, she explained. “My first cousin and I were close growing up. She moved away and fell in with the wrong crowd. I’m just glad she chose to have the baby, even though she had no desire to keep her.”

Bile rose in his throat. Carly had chosen to kill his son. “I admire you for what you’ve done.” Just like that tapestry on her wall declared–this woman was patient and kind.

“There was really no other choice.” When he didn’t say anything, she went on. “So, what am I going to do? It’s not like I’m going to get any help from local law enforcement.”

By now, they were standing on the lodge porch. “And why is that?” he asked, more out of curiosity than anything else. She opened the door, but he beckoned her to enter first.

“This way. I haven’t renovated the common areas yet.” Lennon led him to a cozy room. “Sit and rest while I put the sheets on the bed.”

“Let me help.” He moved to the opposite side of the bed and accepted the corner of the fitted sheet she tossed to him. “What is it with Ferguson?” he repeated. “I sensed some animosity toward you.”

Lennon was struck by the intimacy of the situation. She and a man were alone in a bedroom, both touching the same bed. Lennon shook her head at the strange way her mind worked. He wore no wedding ring, she’d checked. Of course, that didn’t mean he didn’t have a girlfriend–or that he’d want her if he didn’t. Oh, well. “It’s nothing,” she sighed. “Just left-over high school drama.”

“And?” Dallas raised an eyebrow as he caught the top sheet and began to tuck it in at the bottom.

Lennon shook her head. “I had a crush on him, you know how young girls can be. We worship a guy from afar, and woe if anyone ever finds out. I was teased unmercifully. The popular kids set me up at this dance. I went convinced that Colin had asked me out and they made a spectacle of us both. I was humiliated and he was mortified. It was like a scene from a movie. No one ever let me forget it and afterward Colin hated me more than ever.”

“He’s not being very professional.” Dallas felt sorry for her. He could certainly sympathize with her situation. He well remembered being mistreated for things beyond his control.

“True.” She shrugged, fluffing his pillows. “Thank you for coming, Ranger McClain. I know this isn’t your regular work. You’re doing a favor for your friend and I’m the one benefiting. Of course you’re welcome to join us for breakfast in the morning, but if you’d be more comfortable, I could bring you a tray.”

“Thanks.” He appreciated the suggestion. Sitting down with the trio could become even more uncomfortable if he didn’t nip it in the bud. “If you’ll prepare the tray, I’ll be glad to come pick it up.”

Even though she’d made the offer, Lennon felt her heart sink. She enjoyed being around him. “Okay. The bathroom is through here,” she stepped to a connecting room. “And remember, you can use the bathhouse. There’s a separate entrance, but you can go through a connecting hallway at the back. Here’s the key.” She pressed it into his palm. “There are four small pools. No one will bother you. I go sometimes, but usually its after midnight when I can’t sleep.”

“Okay. Great. Thank-you. I want to go with you when you feed the livestock in the morning,” Dallas told her. Noticing she only came to the middle of his chest, he was struck by how small she was compared to the burdens which rested on her shoulders.

“Fine. I’ll be ready as soon as I feed Lancelot. I noticed tonight that he’s growing like a weed. George can sleep in with Sally. You can drive and I’ll spread the hay.” She knew she was talking too much. Lennon wanted to linger, but it was time for her to go. “Sleep well, Dallas. If you need anything, let me know.”

“I’ll throw rocks at your window,” he teased, then wondered why he did so. He certainly had no thought to encourage her. “Goodnight.”

“Goodnight.” The steps it took to get back to the front porch of her house were made reluctantly. She kept looking back over her shoulder, wondering what he was doing, imagining how he looked unclothed. The lights shining forth from her windows weren’t as welcoming as usual, but when she opened the door Lennon was met by people who loved her and needed her.

“Will you read to me, Lenny?” Sally ran forward with a book in hand.

“Lenny, if you have time, I need a button sewn on this shirt. I don’t think I can do it. My arthritis is kicking up again.”

She smiled indulgently at them both. “Of course, I’ll sew on the button really quick, then read you to sleep, Sally. How’s that?” As she passed the front window, she gazed toward the lodge. Lennon knew who’d be the star of her dreams tonight.

Over in his room, Dallas finished his shower. He toweled his body dry, his thoughts running rampant through his head. This job was turning out to be more than he bargained for. If it were just a simple case of cattle rustling, that would be one thing – if you could call cattle rustling simple. But it was the seemingly focused acts of vandalism that gave him pause. What was the motivation? Was it just kids acting out? Or was something else going on?

And even more puzzling than the case was Lennon Haley herself. She was an enigma, a puzzle, a riddle that seemed to tease him to probe deeper. Every moment he spent with her only added to the mystery and he didn’t know why. She wasn’t his type; she couldn’t even be called pretty. Lennon was plain, she did nothing to enhance her pleasant features. It was only when she smiled that he could get a glimpse of her potential. Maybe it was just the times they lived in. All of the women he’d been around never left the house without wearing full makeup. It was as if they wore a mask to face the world. Lennon didn’t; what you saw was what you got with her…except for her clothes. She wore loose, bulky, work clothes like a suit of armor. He’d give a pretty penny to peel away the layers to see what her body was really like.

Returning to the bedroom, he remembered making the bed with her. She’d been friendly–helpful. But there’d been no teasing, no flirting. If any credence was given to Sheriff Ferguson’s words, he would’ve expected Lennon to do something to attract him…but she didn’t. He wondered why. As he pondered, he smirked. Man, he was a piece of work. He just assumed any woman would want him. As long as they didn’t know the truth about William McClain, all females seemed to find Dallas sexy as hell. He shrugged – maybe Lennon was satisfied with her life, maybe her circumstances pushed any thoughts of attraction from her mind. But sometimes–sometimes when their eyes would meet, he could sense loneliness, a desperate void that she didn’t expect to ever fill. It was in those times, Lennon seemed like a kindred spirit to Dallas. Or maybe it was just his imagination, maybe he was projecting his own weaknesses onto her. Oh well, this wasn’t a puzzle he’d solve tonight.

Dallas removed the towel he’d tied around his waist and pulled on a pair of lounge pants. The bed looked inviting, but he wasn’t sleepy. Lennon’s invitation for him to use the bathhouse was just too good to pass up. Throwing the towel over his shoulder, he decided to take a walk first, then head to the pools from there. He’d only taken a few steps outside when he heard a mourning dove sound its lonely cry. Dallas froze. How unusual, he’d never heard one at this hour of the day. It sounded again and he felt himself shiver. Nothing in the world sounded so lonesome. Back home, after he’d buried Carly and was left to face the fact his child was lost to him, he’d hear the cry of the whippoorwill and all the shame of his life would come crashing down on him like a ton of bricks. Every call of the mysterious night bird would land on his skin like a lash from a cat-o’-nine tails–Whip-poor-will, Whip-poor-will–whip poor William until he breaks.

Dallas shook off his melancholy and looked out across the horizon. There was nothing more vast than the West Texas sky. A veritable blanket of stars hung above him. In the distance, a coyote howled, a few cows lowed, and the wind lazily moved through the brush. Everything seemed so peaceful, but something wasn’t right. For all extents and purposes, Lennon was being targeted and he intended to figure out why.

Using the key, Dallas let himself in and turned on the light. A smile came to his face. This was as close to a Roman spa as he’d ever get. Yes, it was rundown. Yes, it needed some repair work but the tile was beautiful and the bubbling waters looked inviting. He moved closer, watching the steam rise from the pools. They were each about four-foot wide and about twelve-foot long. He remembered what Lennon had said about it being a resort for the rich and famous. Well, he was neither, but he sure could use a good hot soak.

Coming up to the side, he found the steps and moved down them. He didn’t hiss, but he did smile. God, this was going to feel good. As he settled his tired body into the healing waters, he wondered why Lennon didn’t try to develop this place. She could put together a proposal, invite investors… Even as he mentally fabricated a plan, he knew why she hadn’t. Lennon’s days were completely packed with surviving–taking care of the ranch, George, and Sally. She’d need a full-time partner if she were to tackle a project such as the one he envisioned.

As the warm bubbles broke against his skin, his mind traversed from business to pleasure. What would it be like to share a time such as this with a woman. He tried to imagine Sonia here with him, her shapely body pressed against his–her hand soothing down his chest, stroking his cock. His own hand followed that same path, cupping his balls, fisting his swelling dick. “God, yes.” He missed this. Over and over again–he stroked, pumping, giving himself relief. But as he shut his eyes, it wasn’t Sonia’s face he saw–it was Lennon’s. Dallas groaned as he gained his release.

Across the way, Lennon sat on the floor of her bedroom, legs tucked under her, her arm resting on the window sill, her forehead to the glass. She stared down into the yard, wishing she possessed the feminine wiles to tempt a man like Dallas McClain. He’d joked about tossing pebbles at her window and she dreamed of throwing open the shutters and inviting him inside. And then…her fantasy fizzled out. Even though she knew biology, she’d witnessed animals procreating–the thought of her doing something like that with a man was totally out of her realm of imagination. No man had ever come on to her, not seriously. Some had teased her in high school, but it had been in jest. She just wasn’t enough somehow. Tonight, she’d studied her body in the mirror, cupped her breasts, let her hands slide down her body to touch her secret, guarded place. She didn’t try to play with herself, until now the thought had never really entered her head. Sex, men, and marriage had always seemed so removed from her reality that they simply didn’t enter her thoughts. Usually when she went to bed Lennon was so tired she couldn’t do anything but sleep anyway.

But now…now was different. Just like she’d dreamed so long ago, a man had entered her life to slay the dragons that threatened her world. No, he wasn’t interested in her as a woman, or even as a person. She couldn’t blame him for that. Heck, there was no way he didn’t have someone–a wife, a girlfriend. So, she wouldn’t be traipsing over to the lodge with seduction on her mind. Just the thought made her laugh. Lennon Haley could do most anything she set her mind to–except ask for someone to love her. That she could not do. She could give to people all day long, but she couldn’t ask for something for herself. What she could offer others had to be defined in terms of value–a home and security for Sally and George, tending the ranch and caring for the animals. On her own, the sum total of Lennon Haley–body and soul–wasn’t enough to interest anyone.

A movement outside caught her eye and Lennon held her breath as she watched Dallas leave the bathhouse, a towel slung over his shoulder, pants made of some soft material hugging low on his hips. Her heart raced. He was such a beautiful man. She smiled, glad he’d taken advantage of what she’d offered. He’d never know she was attracted to him or that she fantasized about him. She wouldn’t insult him by asking for more than he could give. He was here to help her, and for that, she’d be grateful. The only thing that bothered her was the fact that he seemed so unhappy. Lennon wondered if he was lonely.
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The next morning, early, Dallas rose with a renewed determination to get things done. He was planning on making some phone calls to check area auction barns for the missing cattle–just nose around and ask questions. As he walked with hands stuffed in his pockets, he noticed Lennon carrying a sack of feed almost as big as she was toward a group of patiently waiting sheep. Shaking his head, he admitted that the woman amazed him.

He was just about to go offer her a hand when his phone buzzed. Checking the read-out, he saw it was Hiram. “McClain.”

“Well, how are things going. What did you find?”

Dallas turned back to the lodge, not wanting what he had to say to be overheard. “I found what you told me I’d find. Something’s going on here, something more than just cattle being stolen. I have no idea what their motivation is or who’s doing it, but I’m going to find out.”

“Good. I knew I’d asked the right person to help me. How about Lennon? How is she?”

“Strong.” He realized the word applied to the woman in spades.

“Good. That should make things easier for you. There’s nothing more frustrating than having a woman fall apart on you when there’s a job to be done.”

Dallas realized Hiram was speaking from years of experience. He had to laugh. “I don’t think you’re speaking about Marge.”

“No, thank God.” He chuckled. “But I’ve had cases where I’ve spent more time cajoling the woman involved than getting the job done.”

“That won’t be the case here. Lennon is used to relying on herself. She’s not the kind to make demands.” As soon as he voiced his thoughts, he had the distinctive image of her making some sensual demands on him. Dallas shook his head. Where was this coming from?

“Keep me informed and if there’s anything you need, just let me know. I’m located halfway between you and the capital, I can facilitate any requests you might have.”

“I appreciate that. I’ve got some ideas, but I need to do a little checking locally first. How about if I give you a call tonight?”

“Sounds good. I’ll look forward to hearing from you.”

Upon finishing the call, he took a shower, dressed and headed over to the house to find that breakfast Lennon promised him. He could smell bacon frying and his stomach growled in anticipation.

Seeing a light in the kitchen, he went around to the side door and tapped. Sally welcomed him at the door. “Come in, Dallas. Eat wiff us.”

“I thought you were supposed to sleep in.” He patted her on the head, realizing his son would’ve been about the same age–if he’d been allowed to live.

“Come in, Dallas. Good morning.” Lennon called to him from the stove. “I’ve made French Toast and bacon.”

“Smells good.” He stepped in, turning toward her voice, only to find her on her hands and knees cleaning up spilled orange juice. “Can I help?”

“Nope. Got it. Have some coffee.” She got to her feet and gave him a big smile. She didn’t have a speck of makeup on, yet her eyes sparkled, her cheeks were rosy and her lips were plump, pink and…kissable. To his surprise, he had to admit how wrong he’d been. There was no way he should’ve ever thought her plain.

As he was stirring in the sugar and cream, he felt a tug on his shirt. “I needs a daddy. Will you be my daddy?”

Dallas was paralyzed by the small girl’s question.

“Sally!” Lennon chided her. “Ranger McClain is here doing a job. He’s helping us. I’m sure he has his own family.”

“Do you haff kids?”

Sally was nothing if not persistent. “No.” The word stuck in his throat. “I don’t.”

“See. He needs me!”

“Sorry.” Lennon handed him his tray with a platter of golden brown French Toast and bacon. “I’ll be out in about a half hour to go feed the livestock.”

Dallas took the tray from her hand and Lennon thought he’d make a new door through the wall he ran away from them so fast. She watched him go, a deep sense of loss enveloping her.

“What’s wrong, Lenny? You look so sad.” Sally wrapped herself around Lennon’s leg.

Bending down to hug her, Lennon sighed. “Not a thing, baby girl. I’m good.” She had so much. Was it wrong to long for more?

About forty-five minutes later, Dallas backed his truck under the outside second story opening of the hay loft and waited while Lennon pushed bale after bale of hay onto the bed. He knew he owed her an apology for running out of the kitchen without a word of explanation. Honestly, the little girl’s question had knocked him for a loop. It was the first time he’d shed a tear since the funeral. He sat there in a daze until the cab of the truck opened and she joined him. Her spring fresh meadow scent washed over him. She might dress like a boy, but she certainly didn’t smell like one.

Laying her head back on the seat, she caught her breath. “Okay. I’m ready.”

He didn’t put the truck in gear. Instead, he cut his eyes toward her. “I shouldn’t have walked out of the kitchen without even a thank-you.”

“Don’t worry about it,” Lennon assured him, so conscious of his masculinity, she trembled. For years, she’d assumed she was practically asexual. She’d pushed any thoughts of dating, sex, or love so far from her thoughts, it was almost as if they didn’t exist for her. And now, Ranger Dallas McClain had come into her world and reminded her of everything she didn’t/couldn’t have. “Sally watches a lot of TV and she wants a normal sitcom style family.”

This made Dallas laugh. “Nowadays families on TV sitcoms are rarely normal.” He pointed toward the fields. “Which way?”

“Go around by the road. The cattle will be down by the pond. I’ll open the gate when we come to it.” She tried to keep her eyes on the road, she really did. But his shirt was rolled up and his strong forearms dusted with dark hair made her want to stare. “Are you married?” The question popped out of her mouth before she could stop it.

“No,” he said softly. “Not anymore.” Dallas had never felt the need to talk about it before. “My wife was killed in a car wreck several years ago.”

“I’m so sorry.” Unbidden she placed her hand on his arm, offering comfort.

Dallas shook his head. “She…she was out late…coming home from having an abortion. She killed my baby boy.” He swallowed hard. “I didn’t know anything about her plans. God, I wanted him.” He pressed his lips together, knowing he could tell her no more without revealing his own private hell.

Lennon couldn’t help it; tears began to stream down her cheeks. “Pull over,” she directed, pointing to the gate. But when he did, she didn’t get out, she unbuckled her seat belt and went to her knees in the seat, boldly putting her arms around his neck. “I am so, so sorry.”

Her gesture of empathy touched him. He didn’t cry this time, he held Lennon while she cried for him. She was soft and warm, molding to him, wetting his neck with her tears. And when her sobs stilled, she petted his neck and shoulder. “I can’t imagine such sorrow. I wish I could take the pain for you.”

He still said nothing and Lennon pulled back, suddenly aware she’d taken a liberty he might not appreciate. “I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be,” he said hoarsely. He’d hadn’t felt such caring in a woman’s arms since his own mother had held him tight.

Lennon wiped her eyes and opened the door, going to the gate and holding it open for him to drive through. Once he had, she jumped into the back of his truck and called out. “Drive down toward the pond and I’ll put out the hay.”

He did, watching her in his rearview mirror. When he’d gone far enough, she held up her hand, stood and went to work. For a few seconds, he sat there and then it hit him what she was doing–struggling with bales of hay bigger than she was. “Dammit!” he whispered, climbing from the truck. Where was his manners. “Here, let me do that for you.”

“I’ve got it,” she informed him with a smile. “I do this all the time, it’s not hard.”

“Not while I’m here, you don’t.” He took over and she let him, jumping to the ground and scattering what he threw over. “Thank-you. This will go much faster.”

He marveled at the woman. Was there anything she wouldn’t tackle? All of the females he’d ever been close to–dating, married, sleeping with or otherwise–had always expected to be taken care of. They would stand back and wait for a man to take the lead, fully anticipating their every need would be met. Even his mother had expected men to get her out of jams. Lennon just jumped in headfirst and tackled whatever job needed doing.

They didn’t stop until all the hay was spread and the cattle were munching contentedly. Lennon climbed up beside him and began to count, looking in all directions. “Let’s drive over the hill.” She pointed to a gentle rise covered in ocotillo and yucca.

Dallas jumped from the truck bed and joined her in the cab, following her directions. “Are there some cattle missing?”

She let out a frustrated breath. “Yea, I think so.” Once they’d driven up the ridge and saw nothing, he headed back to the gap. In a few minutes, they confirmed their suspicions–fresh tracks covered the ground.

“Son-of-a-bitch!” he muttered. “I should have camped out down here.”

“You couldn’t know,” she said. “There’s no way we can watch this fence all the time.”

“Yea, we can if I set up cameras.” He started making mental notes.

“I don’t think I can afford to buy cameras right now,” she murmured softly.

“You won’t have to. I have a budget for these things. Let’s go back and I’ll drive into El Paso to get the equipment we need and some of those instant alarms. Soon, we’ll have everything we need to make you feel safer and more secure. While I’m out, I’m going to visit a couple of auction barns and ask some questions, let them know what we’re looking for. When I get back, we’ll set our trap and see what we catch.”

They returned to the truck and headed back to the ranch house. Lennon felt a sense of peace encompass her. Having someone else to help shoulder the burden of worry was something she could get used to.
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No two ways about it, Lennon wasted most of the day watching the road and waiting for Dallas to return. She’d managed to get her chores done, but her mind wasn’t on them. Even George and Sally knew she wasn’t herself. Would this be what it’d be like when it was all over? No, it would be worse–because she’d no there was no hope of him ever returning.

Finally, about three o’clock, she heard his truck as he drove through the gate. It was all she could do not to run out to meet him. Lennon controlled her impulse, there was no use to scare the man. She waited until he parked. He certainly didn’t go without a greeting committee, Sally met him with Tilly under her arm. “Do you want to play tea party wiff me, Mr. Man?”

Her hopeful little face touched Dallas. “How about we do that tomorrow? Could you fix some special tea for me then?”

“Oh, yes.” She patted his arm. “It’s a date.”

Lennon stood on the porch, admiring Sally’s self-confidence. Lennon wouldn’t have the courage to invite Dallas on a date in a million years. “Did you find what you needed?”

“Yes.” The temperature was about ten degrees warmer than normal for this time of year and he’d shed his jacket. Dallas was a bit shocked to see that Lennon had also. Her shirt and pants still overwhelmed her frame, but there was no hiding the gentle swell of her breasts. “Is George available to watch Sally or does she need to ride with us?”

Lennon was touched that he thought of Sally. “George is inside watching the Game Show network.” She bent to speak to Sally. “Go inside, sweetie. We’ll be back in a bit and have Chicken and Dumplings.”

Hearing the menu, Dallas felt his appetite rise. The hamburger he’d grabbed for lunch was long gone. “Come on, let’s take my truck so I won’t have to unload the gear.” He held the door for her, then closed it after she’d climbed in.

Lennon’s hands trembled as she fastened her seatbelt. She’d never had a man open a car door for her. There was no way this excursion into the pasture could be considered a date, but it was still nice.

When Dallas was beside her, he cranked up and started off. “I visited three auction barns and talked to the DPS unit in El Paso. They’re going to watch for cattle being transported, maybe stop a few for a routine license check so they can look at the brands. The likelihood of finding them that way is small, but it won’t hurt.”

“Thank-you. Just knowing we’re trying something makes me feel better.” They went to the gap and affixed a camera on a big cactus fairly close to the opening, then moved to several other places to plant cameras where they would have a good view of the fence and the road.

“There. And we have one left.” Dallas surveyed the area. “I just wish there was a big oak we could use for a panoramic view.”

“I know!” Lennon grabbed his hand. “The windmill! Come on. It’s old, but I’ve been up it dozens of times. You show me what to do and I’ll put it up. We’ll have a view of the whole road.”

Dallas let her pull him to the truck. He wasn’t so sure. By the time they drove over, he was convinced this was a bad idea. “It doesn’t look safe, Lennon.”

“Oh, sure. I went up there not too long ago when I had a calf missing. You can see forever from up there.” She waited while he showed her how to attach the bracket.

“Okay.” She put the small hammer and the screws in her pockets. “I’ll be right back.”

Before he could blink, she was climbing the rickety windmill. “Be careful!” He cautioned her. Dallas held on to one of the legs, as if he were bracing the huge structure. Holding his breath, he waited while she found an appropriate place, affixed the camera and made sure it was working.

“Got it, Dallas. I’m coming down!”

Dallas followed her progress and when she got close enough, he reached up, clasped her around the waist and brought her down. He didn’t intend to startle her, but he must have. She wiggled in his embrace, so he clasped her closer, unwilling for her to fall. In the process, his hands found a rounded ass and soft breasts were mashed up against his chest. By the time he got her on the ground, they were both out of breath.

“Sorry.” Her nipples were hard and she could feel her cheeks burning with excitement. “I’m not used to being held,” she whispered. “I’m used to doing the holding.”

Dallas read between the lines. He knew exactly what she was saying. “It’s time someone took care of you.”

His suggestion sounded good to her. Unfortunately, there wasn’t a queue of volunteers lined up outside her door. “Feel like some chicken and dumplings?”

“Sounds perfect.” They returned to the house and soon Dallas was seated across from George discussing immigration issues. Sally kept putting her hand on his arm to tell him about her day, and he didn’t even worry about the fingerprints she left behind. On the other hand, Lennon didn’t say much. Each time he met her eyes, she looked hastily away. He began to wonder if she was regretting the invitation.

“Are we going to mass tomorrow, Lenny? My Sunday School class is supposed to sing a song in big church.” Sally piped up with an expectant happy look on her little face.

Lennon blinked. “I didn’t even realize what day it was. Yes, of course we’ll go.” She turned to Dallas. “This was Saturday. You were probably supposed to have the whole day off.”

He shook his head. “While I’m on a case, I just do what needs to be done.”

“When do you think we should check the cameras?” she asked, remembering how it felt to be in his arms–if only for a brief wonderful moment.

“Let’s give it a couple of days,” he told her.

“You can watch a basketball game with me tomorrow.” George offered. “If you don’t have anything better to do.”

“Actually, I have a tea party. Remember?” Dallas watched Sally’s face light up.

“Yes!” She pumped her tiny fist in the air. “Lenny, we have to make cookies!”

“You could still watch the game,” George grumbled good-naturedly.

“Yes, I can.” Dallas found himself looking forward to both things.

Lennon wished she had something to offer him in way of entertainment. Try as she might, she couldn’t think of a thing she possessed that could possibly tempt him. Suddenly she just needed to walk. “While you all finish up; I think I’ll go feed the chickens this left over cornbread. I want to check on Bonita, she hasn’t been laying lately.”

Knowing everything that had been going on, Dallas wasn’t keen on her going out at night alone. “I’ll walk with you.” He rose, wiping his hands with a napkin.

“Are you sure? You don’t have to,” she assured him.

“I’m sure. I’ve never fed chickens. This will be an experience.” He took the pan of scraps from her hands. “Lead the way.”

Lennon felt herself tremble. “Okay. We’ll gather eggs while we’re out there. I didn’t have time to check this morning.”

“I don’t know how you keep up with it all.” He was telling the truth. “You amaze me. You do the work of three people.”

As they stepped into the night, Lennon felt as if she were glowing enough to light their path. “This is my world, it’s all I know.”

“I know, but some folks never do anything in their life but take from others. All you do is give.”

“That’s not true. George and Sally give me a reason to get up in the morning, that’s no small thing.” They walked companionably side by side. When they reached the pen, Lennon could see the chickens were all on their roosts. “We’ll leave this here. They’ll find it in the morning.”

“Did we eat a former member of this little assembly tonight?”

Lennon paused, trying to understand. “Oh, no!” She realized he was referring to the chicken which had gone into the dumplings. “I never eat anyone I know. I buy my meat at the grocery store. Do you find that hypocritical?”

“No. I think it’s sweet.” Heck, he thought she was sweet.

She eased the coop door open and stepped inside. The moon was bright enough they could see fairly well. “Let me check for eggs.” Walking back to the nest, she began gathering eggs. On some, she had to run her hand underneath the chicken to find them. “Oh, no!” she gasped.

“What?” Dallas was immediately concerned. “Did you find a chicken snake?” He’d heard of that happening.

“No! It’s Bonita.” She knelt down by the lifeless bird. “She was old. Poor Banty.” Dallas found Lennon speaking to a small rooster like he was a person. “I’m so sorry. You two were together a long time.”

“Let me help.” He carefully left the coop and walked to the barn where he remembered seeing some burlap bags. Returning with one, he lifted the dead chicken from the ground. The little rooster walked around, making low chirping noises. He looked lost. “Poor fellow. Were they a couple?” He meant to tease, but Lennon started sniffing.

“They’ve been inseparable for over eight years. No matter how many chickens came or went, Banty never showed interest in anyone else. He hovered around her, keeping any others away from her. He’s going to be so lonely.”

Dallas felt odd that a couple of birds could have a more meaningful relationship than he’d had with his wife. “Let me put the chicken in the barn. I’ll bury her for you in the morning.”

“Thank you. You’ve done that for several things around here lately,” she said, thinking of the cow and the deer that had been shot. He’d taken the backhoe out and dug a pit, disposing of the carcasses.

“You’re feeding me, giving me a free place to stay,” he murmured, not knowing what else to say. Dallas placed a hand on her back as she finished gathering the eggs. All the while, the small rooster followed them around as if he expected the pair to make things right for him.

Then suddenly, out of nowhere, a gunshot tore through the night and Lennon jumped, throwing eggs up in the air. “Damn!” Dallas exclaimed, placing a hand on his own gun and dashing from the henhouse and out into the dark.

“They’ve shot another cow!” Lennon cried, following right in behind him as he ran to his truck. As soon as they were in, Dallas headed out the gate and down the road, expecting to find someone fleeing the scene. Instead, he saw nothing. No one. Parking at the gap, he grabbed a flashlight from beneath the seat. “Let’s see if we can find anything.”

“Okay.” Lennon went with him, catching his sleeve to stay alongside. Without thinking, Dallas grabbed her hand. Once they were in the pasture, he scanned the area with the beam of light, seeing the herd grazing peacefully to one side. “What do you see?” she asked.

He started to say ‘nothing’, but then the flashlight beam landed on something… “My God,” he breathed. “It’s not an animal, it’s a person. Someone’s been shot!” Together they took off, running toward a form that Dallas could see on the ground about fifty yards in the distance.

When they arrived at the body, Dallas went to his knees, finding a man of obvious Hispanic descent. “This looks like someone who might’ve just crossed the river today. I bet he hid out till the sun went down, then decided to walk out.” He wasn’t unfamiliar with undocumented immigrants finding their way across the Rio Grande.

“But who would shoot him?” Lennon was stunned. “Is he dead?”

After examining for a pulse and the wound, Dallas answered. “Yes, shot in the heart.” He didn’t like this; he didn’t like it at all. Staring at the poor individual, he got a distinct chill. The man was small and the way he dressed was very familiar. “I think the same person whose been killing your livestock killed him.” And the scary thing was–from a distance, the shooter might have thought he was aiming at Lennon.


Chapter Four
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The rest of the evening was chaos. Dallas called his department to inform them of the situation, receiving further offers of help if it was needed. Next, he phoned the local law and they came out to investigate while the coroner picked up the body. If Ferguson was surprised to see him, he didn’t say so. In fact, he had very little to say. Unfortunately, Dallas didn’t really expect too much effort to be put into the investigation. Immigrants were found dead all the time near the border. One section nearer Brownsville was called The Desert of the Dead. He listened as they spoke of coyotes and drug cartels. Dallas knew those things happened, but he was convinced this incident was different.

As soon as everyone departed, Dallas escorted Lennon back inside. George had stayed with Sally, who was now sound asleep. “I want you to stay inside as much as possible,” he told Lennon.

“Why?” she asked, studying his face in the lamplight. He pressed his lips together and it dawned on her. “You think someone might try to kill me?”

“Shooting cattle is one thing. This is a whole different ball game.”

She ran a hand across her forehead. “I can’t. I have the ranch to run. We’ll starve if I don’t work. Besides, tomorrow is Sunday, we’re going to church.”

Dallas fought with himself. He wanted to order her to get under the bed and stay there. But she had a point. He just wished he had a clue as to what was going on. “I’m not saying you’re a prisoner, but you’re not going out into the pasture by yourself. I’m going with you.”

“How long do you think this will last? You won’t be here forever!” Lennon felt panic rising within her.

“I don’t know. Just give me a little time. I’ll figure this thing out.” He gazed into her eyes trying to convey his concern. “Lock the door behind me.”

“Wait.” When he paused, she threw her arms around his neck. “Thank you for everything.” He held her for a moment and when she pulled back, it was to find him staring at her again with that same intense, hooded expression. He looked at her lips, then back to her eyes. His head lowered just a bit and Lennon gasped…he was about to kiss her! She closed her eyes and lifted her face. Waiting…

“Sorry.” He pushed her away. “Goodnight.” And then he was gone, leaving her totally embarrassed. What had she been thinking? Dallas McClain would never be tempted to kiss a woman like her in a billion years. God, she felt like such a fool. Sadly, she moved through the house, turning off lights.

“Are you okay?” George’s voice came from the hall.

“Yea, I’m fine. Dallas thinks I should stay indoors.” She huffed out a long breath. “I can’t. The ranch won’t survive if I don’t work it.”

“Maybe you should take Daniels up on his offer. Just let this place go.”

To Lennon’s ears, he sounded old and sad. “I can’t do that. Where would we go? He’s not even offering fair market value. Rooster wants me to just give him the place. He’s not considering the potential of Apache Springs.”

“You can’t tell what the man is thinking. Rich people don’t operate like the rest of us,” he groused. “Let’s get some sleep. Things might look better tomorrow.”

Lennon nodded, kissing the old man on the cheek. “You’re right. I am tired.”

She was exhausted, but she couldn’t sleep. All she could think about was how stupid she’d been. What Dallas must think of her now! Every muscle in her body was tense. Abandoning her efforts to rest, she grabbed a towel and headed out to the bathhouse. Maybe a dip in the warm waters would make her feel better.

In the lodge, Dallas tossed and turned on the bed. He was running the facts through his head. Was he missing something? Maybe he needed to go into town and just talk to people. One thing he’d discovered in his years of investigating–nothing was a secret and someone would always talk. “Dammit!” he groaned, sitting up on the side of the bed. Sleep wasn’t coming anytime soon and every time he shut his eyes, all he could see was Lennon lifting her face for his kiss. No doubt he’d hurt her when he walked away. Hell, he was an idiot.

Rising, he remembered how good the hot springs had felt. He was here, he might as well take advantage of them. Going to the bathroom, he found a big brown towel, then set out to the bathhouse.

In the water…Lennon luxuriated in the bubbling caress of the bath. She’d stripped down to nothing, loving the liquid caress on her bare skin. She closed her eyes–just for a minute, letting the soothing waters chase away her troubles.

Dallas entered the bathhouse, surprised to find one of the hall lights already on. Had he failed to turn it out before? What if someone were here? Hell, he didn’t have his gun with him. Stepping carefully, he eased up to the door.

Lennon’s eyes opened wide. Had she heard something? Too much had happened. She was beginning to spook her own self. Maybe, it was time to leave. Slowly she stood, letting the water run from her body in rivulets. She hated to go, it had felt so good.

At the door, Dallas almost swallowed his tongue. “Holy Mother of God,” he whispered. How blind could a man be? How had this incredible treasure escaped his notice? Lennon rose from the waters like Venus rising from the deep. Dallas would’ve given everything he owned to follow even one drop of that water gliding down her body with his tongue. As his heart pounded in his chest, he ate her up with his eyes. Never had he seen a more beautiful woman. Her body was exquisite, delicately proportioned and perfectly curved. He held his breath as she reached for something to wrap around herself. “No,” he whispered. Covering up that sweet little body had to be a sin. His cock was hard and throbbing. She was facing away from him, drying off in long sweeps of the towel. When she reached for her robe, he knew he had to leave. He didn’t want her to know he’d been spying on her. On quiet feet, he retraced his steps and disappeared into the night.

From a discrete distance, he stopped and waited–watching until she was safely back in her home. Now, what was he going to do? He’d already been attracted to her as a person and now he’d discovered she was a fuckin’ wet dream. The only thing that held him back was the knowledge that this woman wasn’t the kind you played with. He didn’t have the capacity to be what she needed.
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“Hold still, let me latch your shoe.” Lennon knelt and tried to hold Sally’s baby leg steady enough to fasten the buckle. Sally was so excited, she was wiggling. “George, are you sure you don’t want to go with us?”

“I’m sure,” he called from the kitchen. “Widow Thompkins will be there and she keeps making eyes at me. Makes me uncomfortable. Now…if it was Widow Simpson, that’d be a different story.”

“Gotcha.” Lennon giggled, then sobered. Dallas felt the same way about her. She’d made him uncomfortable–well, no more. Since he’d come, she’d been subdued, worried. Neither of those emotions was going to do her a dang bit of good. It was time she developed a little backbone. If she could taunt a bull and dodge his horns, she could manage to act like an adult in front of a handsome man. He was here to help her, not to entertain her.

“I’m gonna sang so pretty,” Sally chirped, running her baby hands down her dress.

“I know you will.” Lennon kissed her on the cheek. “And you look pretty too.”

“Is Dallas going wiff us?”

“No, just you and me, twerp.” Lennon picked up her purse and took Sally by the hand. Dallas hadn’t been in for breakfast, but she’d left his portion of a frittata in the oven. Clearly, he was avoiding her. Lennon pushed away the hurt to focus on her little girl. “Do you want to practice your song on the way?” Opening the door, she pulled it behind them once Sally was beside her.

“Yes, and you can sing wiff me.” She looked up at Lennon. “Do you know the woods to Jesus Wuvs Me?”

“Yes, I know the words.” Lennon assured her as she started down the steps. And then she froze! “Oh, no!” All four tires on her truck were flat as pancakes. “What in the world? Stay here,” she told Sally.

Hurrying down the steps, her mouth open, she couldn’t believe it! “Who?” she asked? Of course she had no name, but there was no doubt in her mind that it was the same person or persons who was doing everything else. “They’re trying to terrorize me.”

“Lennon! What’s wong?” Sally screamed, obviously frightened.

Dallas was on the phone with Hiram Glover when he heard the ruckus outside. He’d already been to Sierra Blanca and back this morning. Like he’d planned, Dallas had made time to just sit and observe the residents. The diner across from the courthouse had seemed the best place to start. And what he’d learned had been intriguing. He didn’t know what bearing it might have on the case, but he was beginning to get suspicious. As he’d sat in the 50’s style eating establishment, bright with stainless steel and red gingham, all he could hear was talk of Rooster Daniel’s mining site on Round Top.

At first, he’d just listened or eavesdropped, if you wanted to call it that, from a distance. This proved to be frustrating, what with the general noise level in the diner. Much of the local talk seemed to be going on at a table near the back. Five elderly gentlemen, about George’s age, were deep in the middle of a game of dominoes. His grandmother had been a chicken-foot aficionado and as best he could tell, that was what they were playing. Rising, he’d sauntered over, watched politely for a few minutes, then asked if he could join in.

Seeing he was a Ranger, they welcomed him and even bought Dallas a cup of coffee. He quickly found out the stakes were high. The high scorer, in other words the loser, had to spring for a slice of pie for everyone at the table. Dallas decided he could afford the risk. He’d laughed and talked with Otto, Oscar, Floyd, Price and Peewee. Dallas regaled them of stories about past famous cases like the Texarkana Phantom killer which inspired the movie, The Town That Dreaded Sundown. “This was before the days of forensics, and even though the Rangers had a suspicion about the killer’s identity, public curiosity obliterated most of the evidence that might have offered proof.”

Oscar leaned forward conspiratorially. “I’ve got friends up there. Who do you think it was?”

Dallas wasn’t about to give away any secrets, but he could tell them what the documentaries had already revealed. “Most think it was Youell Swinney, a man who went to prison for auto theft–but I guess we’ll never know for sure.” They also talked about the stand-offs at Rusk State Hospital, the Huntsville Federal penitentiary and the infamous conflict in Waco. “These stand-offs are still ongoing, people thinking they can force others to give them what they want.” He told them a little bit about the one he’d just wrapped up with ex-SEAL Deacon Jones and the pretty Russian, Natasha Levin.

“You never know what’s going to happen, do you? Just look at that murder case we tried here in town. They just let that river guide off, even though he admitted to fighting with his bartender friend right before he was killed. The bartender weighed a hundred-fifty pounds and the guide weighed three-fifty. Hell, one punch from him woulda done it.” Otto drawled out the story between sips of beer.

PeeWee piped up. “You know why he got off, don’t you?”

“Why?” Dallas asked, getting as caught up in the story as they were.

“He’s Rooster Daniels nephew, that’s why.” PeeWee crossed his arms and nodded, firmly convinced of his information. “That man is used to getting his own way in everything.”

“True. Money talks.” Price nodded. “That’s how he got the long-term lease and a permit to dig on Round Top.”

“Round Top?” Dallas frowned, recalling Lennon mentioning that name. “Dig for what?”

Oscar leaned up and began to whisper. “Fluorite, beryllium, uranium and lithium. They were discovered during a geological study in the 70’s. I’ve heard him say he thinks there’s at least eight billion dollars’ worth of rare earth minerals on that mountain. All he’s done so far is sink money into it, they say about three hundred million. I think he’s disappointed with the results. According to that study, this area is supposed to be swimming in the stuff. At least he’s created some much-needed jobs.”

“I hear he’s trying to buy up all the surrounding property he can get his hands on.” Otto whispered.

“Why would people sell?” Dallas asked. “Couldn’t they make more money by keeping their mineral rights for themselves?”

“This ain’t like oil that you pump out of the ground, you have to dig the earth up.” PeeWee spit into a cup. “That’s expensive as hell, and it tears up everything. Some folks don’t want to give up land their family has been on for generations.”

“Tell me more about Daniels.” Dallas asked as he laid down a domino that ended the game.

“Dang, he’s got the double-blank.” Price grumbled. Everyone stopped to add up their score.

Once they were through, Oscar began to shuffle the dominoes and as he did, he began to talk. “There’s a lot of folks who resent Rooster, but then there’s a lot who’ll kiss the ground he walks on. The man has friends, but he’s not even a Texan. He has a ranch here, but his main holdings are in New Mexico. Some say he’s just buying up land for the water. I’ve heard he plans on draining the Ogallala Aquifer and selling the water to cities like Dallas and El Paso.”

By now Dallas’ head was spinning, but he had to ask one final question. “I’ve been told there’s some cattle rustling going on in the area. Any of you boys heard about that?”

“I hear there’s a private cattle sale going on over in Culbertson County next week at Judge Riley’s place.” PeeWee studied his dominoes before laying out a double five.

“Who’s Judge Riley?” Dallas asked carefully.

“Retired District Judge. He’s on the board at the bank. He’s one of Rooster’s cronies and Sheriff Ferguson’s uncle on his mother’s side.” Otto offered casually.

Interesting. Dallas lost on purpose. The information was worth the price of pie.

Now, he was telling Hiram what he’d learned. “Can you get someone to attend that sale at Riley’s Ranch?”

“I can do that,” Hiram agreed. “What else?”

“Why don’t you see if you can dig up anything on Rooster Daniels and his friends. I may be barking up the wrong tree, but something tells me this situation isn’t exactly what it looks like.”

“Daniels is a powerful man, Dallas,” Hiram muttered, deep in thought.

“Yea, and we’re fuckin’ Texas Rangers.” Dallas was just about to sit down when he heard Sally calling loudly. He thought Lennon would’ve left for church by now. “Let me call you back, Hiram.” Pocketing his phone, he went outside to see what was going on.

“Someone slashed my tires!” Lennon stared, still not believing.

Dallas came up behind her. “Son-of-a-bitch!” Taking her by the shoulders, he tried to steer her toward the porch. “You all need to go inside. I don’t think it’s safe out here.”

“I’m not hiding!” Lennon shrugged from his grip. She was angry–at everything.

“Inside, now. Don’t argue.” He wrapped an arm around her shoulders and just walked, bringing her along for the ride. “Sally, sweetheart, let’s go in. It’s time for my tea party.”

Lennon allowed herself to be led. But as soon as she was inside the door, she sidestepped away from Dallas. Being close to him made her feel… Damn. He made her feel, that was the problem. “I think we need to go check the cameras.”

With everything going through his head, Dallas was having a hard time thinking. Not only was he scared for her, he couldn’t take his eyes off of her. Sunday could become his favorite day. She was wearing a simple ecru dress; a dress that didn’t hide the fact she was a woman. A lace covered bodice drew his gaze to a rounded neckline where the tiniest hint of cleavage made his heart race. Instead of boots, a small pair of pumps graced her feet and there was a dainty gold necklace around her neck. Lennon looked like spun sugar. And all the time he was eating her up with his eyes, he was remembering how drop-dead gorgeous she’d been last night. He hadn’t been able to get the sight out of his mind. “You look…nice.”

Lennon stared at Dallas as if he were certifiable. “Did you hear me? I think we need to go check the cameras.”

“What’s going on?” George came in, relying heavily on his cane.

“Are you limping?” Lennon asked, concerned. Going to him, she took him by the arm and led him to the couch. “Sit. What happened?”

George answered gruffly, showing embarrassment. “I slipped in the shower. It’s nothing. My hip’s just being contrary.”

“You need to be more careful,” she chided him.

“Someone slashed all four tires on her truck,” Dallas interjected.

“Well, I’ll be derned!” George fretted, his eyes already filled with pain.

“I’m scared,” Sally whimpered, drawing the attention of all three adults.

“Great…” Lennon left George’s side and went to Sally. “Come on, let’s go change clothes. We’re not going to be going to church today.”

“But I want to wear my pretty dress to the tea party!” Sally protested loudly.

“Fine. Just come with me to change clothes while the men talk. You can sort through grandmother’s jewelry box.” With tears welling in her eyes, Lennon entered her bedroom, the same bedroom she’d slept in her whole life. George used the master bedroom. She’d chosen not to move into it after her father passed. “Here, baby.” She sat Sally down and handed her the rosewood box they both loved to pilfer through. It was all Lennon had left of her mother and she cherished every piece, no matter its lack of value.

“Tank-you.” Sally accepted it, carrying the box to a chair by the window.

“You’re very welcome. Just give me a minute and you can go to the sunroom. Okay? You like it there. We’ll set up for your tea party.” Lennon began to change clothes, unzipping the dress and returning it to her closet. Dallas had said she looked nice. Even if she was still hurt over his refusal to kiss her, the compliment he gave her was nice. Staring at the few garments in the closet, she pulled out her regular uniform–the sturdy work clothes that gave her some protection from the elements and the sharp prongs of a barbed wire fence.

“I does like the sunroom. We still gots to make the cookies, though.” Sally mused as she held up a crystal necklace and smiled as the sun played with the facets.

“Yes, cookies. What kind do you want to make?” Arguing with herself, Lennon huffed and rehung the flannel shirt. She was probably being stupid, but part of her wanted to be pretty for Dallas. Before she could change her mind, she selected a more feminine pair of blue jeans and a red sweater. Was she being silly? As she slipped the clothes on, she sighed. Oh well, they were just clothes.

“Chokit-chip, of course.”

“Of course.” Lennon laughed. “You’re getting to be such a big girl.” Where had the time gone? It seemed like yesterday when she’d gotten the call from Miranda. At first, she’d been afraid to take on the responsibility of a baby. Letting her eyes rest on the light of her life, Lennon knew it was the best decision she could’ve made.

“I is.” Sally agreed. “Can I wear dis?” She held up a string of pink quartz beads.

“Yes, you may.” She went to Sally and knelt down. “Let me help you put them on.” She slipped the necklace around her neck and fastened it. “Now. You’re beautiful!” Lennon kissed a silky baby cheek. “Let’s go make those cookies. Dallas will want his tea soon.” Just the mention of his name made her heart lurch. She was beginning to have feelings for him, and there was no hope of them being reciprocated. Squaring her shoulders, she vowed to give him no reason to suspect. Catching a glimpse of herself in the mirror, she frowned. Maybe this wardrobe change wasn’t such a good idea.

“I ready to cook.” Sally carefully closed the rosewood box and brought it to Lennon.

“Me too.” With one more look in the mirror, she decided she didn’t look fancy enough to worry about. It wasn’t like he’d probably even notice what she wore or how she looked. The events of the last few days were almost overwhelming to think about. Why would someone target her like this? She so hoped Dallas didn’t give up and leave them alone with this mess. He wouldn’t, would he?

Back in the living room, Dallas rose from the couch. He’d shared with George what he’d learned in town. “Do you think there’s any connection?”

George pushed his cap back on his head. “Hell, I don’t know. The rich are the greediest people in the world. I would say that I’d want proof before I made any accusations. Daniels has powerful friends.”

“If he’s guilty, I’ll get proof. Either way, I intend to put a stop to this.” He grabbed his hat from the coffee table. “Tell Sally, I’ll be back. I’m going to go check the cameras.” Dallas started toward the door. “Don’t let Lennon leave the house, George.”

George chuckled. “That’s right, boy. Give me the hard job. Hurry back. Don’t forget the ball game later.”

“Sounds good.” Dallas touched his gun, heading out the door. One person had already lost his life; he didn’t intend for that number to rise any higher.

When Lennon and Sally returned to the kitchen, she immediately noticed Dallas was gone. “Where is he?”

“Doing his job, he’ll be back.” George balanced his cane across his knees. “My, don’t you look pretty.”

Lennon groaned. “Don’t start. I don’t even have any makeup on.” She set Sally down who rushed off to the kitchen.

“Well, it wouldn’t hurt nothing to put on some war paint. Even Flora wore a little. I’ve always said that if you can paint up an old barn and make it look a little better, you should do it.”

Lennon laughed, chunking a sofa pillow at her old friend. “Stop. Things are too serious for me to laugh.”

“Laughter is the best medicine. Remember? Besides, this will work out. I have faith.”

She bent to kiss his weathered cheek. “Just keep praying, George. You have connections in heaven.”

“That I do,” he sighed heavily. “That I do.”

In a few minutes, Lennon and Sally were hard at work. “Smells good,” Sally observed.

“Taste.” She offered the little girl a dollop of dough on the end of her finger. “Good?”

Sally savored the morsel. “Wondaful. Do you think Dallas will like them?”

“I’m sure he will.” Lennon still couldn’t believe he had agreed to indulge Sally in this manner. Wait till he saw the tiny cups and saucers and the little chair he’d have to sit on.

“I wike Dallas, do you?”

“Sure…Dallas is a nice man.” Lennon checked the stove temperature and bent to get a cookie sheet from the storage drawer below the oven.

“I tink we should keep him. Mah-wy him.”

“Marry him?” Lennon couldn’t help but laugh. “I think Mr. Dallas would have a thing or two to say about that. He probably has a girlfriend and even though you’re sweet, I don’t think that’s incentive enough to tempt him. Besides, I’m not the marrying kind.” More correctly, she wasn’t the kind of girl men marry, but there was no use upsetting Sally with a truth she wouldn’t understand. Hearing the front door open and close, Lennon hastily changed the subject. “Come on, help me spoon these beauties onto a cookie sheet.”

Dallas didn’t knock. He just came on in and found the living room empty. Voices from the kitchen lured him. The closer he drew, the more entranced he became. If his life had turned out differently, it might be his wife and child enjoying themselves, baking cookies for him. Moving slower, he just watched the pair for a moment. God, how had he ever thought Lennon plain? She was absolutely beautiful. He found himself experiencing a longing, a stirring in his soul that he thought he’d never feel again.

“Um…I’m back,” he said softly, almost hating to disrupt the scene before him. Sally was standing in a chair with a full-size apron tied around her tiny waist. The hem flirted with the top of her shoes. Lennon held a cookie sheet in her hand while Sally put sprinkles on the small rounded mounds of dough.

Lennon’s eyes widened and her breath lodged in her throat. “Dallas!” She placed an arm around Sally and gently lifted her down. “Let me get these in to bake.” She turned and slipped the cookie sheet into the oven. “As soon as these are done, we can go check the cameras.”

“I’ve already been. We got something too.”

His casual announcement took Lennon by surprise. “Sally, honey, why don’t you go on into the sunroom and set up for your tea party?”

“Okay.” She patted Dallas’s leg on the way by. “I put spwinkles on the cookies, Dallas. You’ll like them.”

“I’m sure I will.” The way she said his name–Dal-wis–always made him smile. Once she was gone, he turned to Lennon. “There was a gray truck parked on the road last night. The license plate was fuzzy, but I’ve sent a picture of it to Hiram. They have a program at headquarters that can run the image through filters.” He waved his phone at her. “The cell phone service is pretty good here at the house on this hill, but out in the pastures, it’s patchy. Most of the time the cameras will link up to my cell phone. I had to climb the windmill to view the captures, but it was worth it.”

“That’s great!” She was so relieved. “I’m afraid for George and Sally. And I would’ve done the climbing for you,” Lennon informed him. “You’re too big to risk climbing that old windmill.”

“Well, I’m not exactly fat,” he teased.

“No, of course not.” She blushed, then held up her hands to measure. “But your shoulders are wide, your body is big. You’re a man,” she ended weakly.

“Exactly. I’m a man and a Ranger.” He took a step toward her. “Don’t you think it’s my job, it’s my desire, to protect you?” Dallas quit trying to fight the urge to touch her. Lifting a hand, he curled it around her nape, his strong fingers sifting through the wealth of hair to rest possessively on her skin.

Lennon didn’t know what to say. She felt herself tremble as he caressed her neck, teasing the pulse point that betrayed her emotions. Shivers of excitement ribboned down her back as he drew lazy circles on her flesh. Tightening her hands into fists, she drove her nails into the tender skin of her palm–all to keep from touching him. “You’re confusing me.”

“How?” he whispered even as he stared at her mouth, soft–lush–plump. He wondered if it tasted as sweet as it looked. Lord in heaven, he’d sell his soul to find out.

“Last night you didn’t want to kiss me.” Lennon winced as the words left her mouth. Did she have no shame? “Do you want to kiss me now?”

“I’m broken, Lennon. I’m nobody’s prize.” Moving his hand, he ran his thumb over her lower lip. “But I can’t deny that I want to kiss you. I wanted to kiss you then and I want to kiss you now.”

His features blurred in front of her eyes as he slowly lowered his head. She jerked one hand up between them – not to stop him, only to stabilize herself. His chest was as hard and immovable as granite. As his lips settled over hers, her breath hitched in her throat.

Warm velvet. Dallas angled his head to gain control of the kiss, opening his lips and teasing hers with the tip of his tongue. Lennon shivered in his arms. He tensed, using his palm at her nape to anchor her to him. With light brushes of his tongue, he tasted her as if she were candy he meant to savor.

Lennon melted against him, her heart rate stuttering. Heavens above–the man made her want. Low in her secret place, she began to ache, a deep ache that bloomed out to her breasts, out to her fingers and down to her toes, making them curl in her shoes. He was touching her everywhere–nowhere intimate–but everywhere he touched sparkled with life–her arms, her shoulders. When he moved his lips from her mouth to her throat, her head fell back to give him unbridled access. “Oh, Dallas…”

“Lennon! I smell de cookies!”

Sally’s cry caused Lennon to jerk from his arms, wheeling around to grab the oven mitt and rescue the cookies before they burned.

“Wuz you kissing Lenny?” Sally asked.

Dallas cleared his throat, his gaze still on Lennon who was fanning herself with the mitt. He didn’t think the blush on her cheeks was wholly due to the oven temperature. “Yes, I was, Sally. I like Lennon a lot.”

This was news to Lennon. She ignored his comment, clearing her throat. “Let me arrange these on a platter and you two can have your tea after lunch.”

“Won’t you join us?” Dallas asked, then turned to the little girl. “Is it okay if Lennon has tea with us?”

Sally seemed to consider his proposition. With one hand on her hip, she nodded. “Yes, but I get to pour.”
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“Lennon? Will you do us the honor?” Dallas asked, the hue of his eyes warm.

“I suppose so,” Lennon whispered, thinking she’d rather run to her room and squeal in the closet. Dallas had kissed her! Instead, she filled Sally’s little tea pitcher with cold peach tea. “I hope you don’t mind cool tea; we don’t want to risk burning ourselves.”

“I’d prefer it.” He took Sally by the hand. “Lead the way.”

During the next hour, Lennon fell in love. Oh, she knew nothing would come of it. But watching how gentle and sweet Dallas was with Sally just melted her heart. He drank his tea, ate his cookies and talked with her as if she was a little princess. The fact that he’d lost his own child made the scene even more poignant for Lennon. What a wonderful father he would’ve been had he been given the chance.

As for Dallas, he felt something inside of him begin to thaw. His life so far had been one disaster after another. He’d found a career, settled down with the one he thought he loved, and began to build a family. He had wanted a family–more than anything. Dallas had been honored to be a husband and he’d dreamed of being a father. Unfortunately, it wasn’t meant to be. So, instead of starting a life, he’d been left alone to pick up the shattered pieces that were once filled with so much promise. There were just no words to describe the pain he’d endured. Everything in life became meaningless and his heart just didn’t beat the same way anymore. He’d become numb, unwilling to risk his peace again. Like the badge he wore, the lone star, Dallas was a solitary figure living his life by the code of the lawman.

If he were honest, Dallas would admit he was afraid to hope. For so long, he’d believed the pain he’d endured had scarred him to the point he could never love again, never find someone to share his hopes, dreams and fears.

Until now.

Could Lennon understand who he was? Could she look beyond his faults to see the man he wanted to be?

“More tea, Dallas?” Sally offered.

“Please,” he held his cup out. When he looked up, he caught Lennon’s eyes and that sweet blush bloomed on her cheeks. He couldn’t resist, he winked at her. She was making him feel things he thought he’d never feel again. A fire had sparked and was burning inside of him once more. He felt he stood on the brink of something magnificent, something that would make sense of everything he’d endured.

The tea cup Lennon held trembled in her grasp. She needed a bit of time to regroup. The kiss she’d shared with Dallas had been magical for her, but she had no way of knowing if it had meant anything to him. Perhaps he’d just been amusing himself at her expense. “You two enjoy yourselves, I think I’ll clean up the kitchen and put up the food leftover from lunch.”

Dallas wanted to ask her not to go, but he didn’t. What they had to say to one another wouldn’t be said in front of the child.

“Another cookie?” Sally asked as she broke into a great big yawn.

“No, I’m full and I think you’re due for a lazy Sunday afternoon nap.”

“O-kay,” she yawned again, then charmed his socks off by climbing down from her chair and throwing her arms around his neck. “I wuv you, Dallas. I wish you’d stay wiff us forever.”

Dallas hugged her back, but he couldn’t talk, he was too choked up. And confused–one moment he was on this incredible high and the next he was shaking in his boots. “You go take a nap, try to sleep,” he kissed the little doll on the forehead. “I’ll take the dishes to Lennon for you.

In the kitchen, Lennon was arguing with herself. The kiss she’d shared with Dallas had been magical. And judging by the way he’d acted since–he’d enjoyed it too. Maybe. Lennon pressed her palms to her hot cheeks. She didn’t know! She just wasn’t experienced enough to be able to tell.

“Lennon.”

The way he said her name caused chill bumps to rise on her skin. She laid down her drying towel and took a mini-moment to compose herself. “Did you two have a good time?” When she turned, it was to find him right behind her–right behind her. “Oh, there you are.” He held the teapot and the platter of cookies in his hands. “I’ll take these.”

“I think we need to talk. Don’t you?”

She was just about to agree when the air was split with a cracking noise and the glass of the dining room window exploded inward. Dallas grabbed Lennon and pulled her to the floor, using his big body to cover her.

“Sally! George!” she cried. “I’ve got to get to them. Sally won’t know to stay out of the way.”

“She went to her room to take a nap.” Dallas said, every sense on alert. “You stay down and don’t move.”

The reality that someone had shot a bullet into her house was almost inconceivable to Lennon. She was down behind the bar–in no danger, but she wouldn’t rest until she knew where the others were. “Please don’t go out there, Dallas,” she said. “Please. This might have been an accident, a stray bullet from a poacher. All of this might be pure coincidence.”

“You don’t believe that any more than I do.” Dallas had moved across to the front wall, next to the shattered window. “We’ve got to get out of here. I can’t predict what they’re going to do next. We’re damn sitting ducks.”

“Lenny!” George’s voice came from the hall. “What’s going on?”

“Someone shot through the window. Would you go stay with Sally until I can get there?”

“Dammit!” George huffed. “I feel so helpless.”

“Just go to Sally,” Lennon said. “Dallas will think of something.”

Dallas was racking his brain. He had his gun pulled and was peering out the window. “I don’t see anything. We need to be in the lodge or the bathhouse. Heavy doors, only a few windows. We’re easy targets in this house, every room has more than one window.” He peered out ready to shoot, but there was just no visible target.

Lennon edged along the floor until she was nearer Dallas. “We can go to the lodge. Please get away from the window. I don’t want anything to happen to you.”

His heart skipped a beat at her words, but he had to concentrate on the matter at hand. “Right now, it would be too risky. I’ll have to get out and drive the truck right up to the door. Get you all in the floorboard and drive back.”

She came up beside him, going to her knees. “We don’t have to. There’s a tunnel from here to the bathhouse. No one’s used it in ages, but it should still be passable. I never liked to go down there, it was spooky and I’ve never shown it to Sally. There’s a door under the rug in the sunroom.”

“Seriously?” Dallas spared a moment to glance at Lennon.

“I think there used to be some risqué stuff going on here in the olden days. I’ll tell you about it sometime.” Lennon grabbed him by the arm. “Come this way. I don’t want any part of you to be a target.”

Dallas smiled. “How about me and you doing something risqué?”

Another shot rang out, splintering the wood overhead. They both ducked. Despite the danger, Lennon felt a little thrill. “I’m not sure I know how to be risqué, but I’d like to try.” She gave him a slight smile. “Just help me get everyone out of here alive, and I’m yours.”


Chapter Five
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Dallas held the flashlight as he led his little entourage through the tunnel. “Watch your step. There’s a lot of debris down here. Looks like it was used for storage sometime in the past. How are you doing, Princess?”

“I’m good. Is this a dungin? Is there dwagons?”

“No, no dragons. This is just a tunnel.”

Lennon kept glancing around, being sure George was making it okay. Dallas held her hand, or maybe she was holding his–she wasn’t really sure. The events of the past few days seemed surreal. She needed to just stop and take inventory of it all. “I’m afraid, Dallas. This isn’t going to stop, is it?”

The beam of his flashlight revealed they were nearing the end. “Yes, it will.” He squeezed her hand. “I give you my word.” He just hoped like hell he could keep his promise. “Just as soon as we get everyone safely inside, you and I are going to sit down and talk about this. I’ll tell you what I think, and you can tell me if I’m nuts.”

“You’re not,” she whispered. “This situation is what’s nuts.”

“Step back,” Dallas ordered. “The door’s stuck.”

They did, standing next to the wall as Dallas manhandled the door, finally resorting to a well-placed kick before it swung open.

“This is fun!” Sally announced, anxious to see where they were.

“It’s good that she’s happy. We’ll just play like this is an adventure,” George whispered to Lennon as they started filing down the hall. “I’ll take this room,” he announced.

“Okay, and Sally can be next to you. And you’re right about the adventure,” she nodded. “The first thing I’ll do is get everyone settled. I’ll go back later and get the food, right after I take care of feeding the livestock.”

Dallas stopped dead still in the hall. George and Sally were making themselves at home. He got right up in Lennon’s face. “Listen to me, shortcake. There is no way in hell you are going back out there. George will drive and I will tend to the livestock–I can feed cows, sheep, horses and chickens just as well as you.”

Lennon started to protest. She’d always been the responsible one, she’d had no choice. “I’m not afraid, but I thank you. It’s been a long time since I had anyone to lean on.” She realized he was being kind. This wasn’t part of his job. She couldn’t forget – this was temporary.

“You’re welcome. Take this room, I want you near.” He carried her things into the bedroom next to his. “Now, sit down and take a breath. I’m going to check with George and I’ll be right back.”

Lennon did as she was told, taking a good long look at her surroundings. She’d never spent the night in one of these rooms. Cleaning them out had seemed like the right thing to do, she hated for anything to fall into wrack and ruin. Now, she was very glad she’d made the effort. Walking around the room, she touched the heavy Spanish style furniture, the jewel tone bedspread, took off her shoes to enjoy the cool Mexican tile. She could barely remember her mother bringing her over and letting her play while she cleaned or organized things. After she died, her father had just let everything go and Lennon’s time had been at a premium.

Letting out a long breath, she hugged herself. Her head was spinning. Everything was crazy. Part of her wanted to concentrate on Dallas–the kiss, his teasing. Was he serious? Or was this just his way of distracting her from what was going on around her?

“Lennon?”

Dallas came through the door. Once again she was struck by how masculine, how powerful he looked. No matter the danger, when he was near, Lennon felt no fear. As a Ranger, he didn’t have to wear a uniform. Instead he favored starched jeans and either white or chambray shirts. To Lennon, he seemed perfect. “What did George say?”

“He’s happy to go, of course. He said he drives for you; he can drive for me.” Dallas saw relief and worry in her expression. “Everything is going to be all right. Come here,” he held out his hand.

Lennon was very aware of a shift in their relationship. She didn’t really understand what had happened. One day he’d seemed distant and the next he’d reached out to her–kissed her. She took his hand, so big and warm in her own. “We can’t go on like this, the ranch, I mean.”

“No, and I want to talk to you about that.”

For a moment, she thought he would lead her to the bed and she was afraid her knees would give out. Instead, he guided her to the couch–darn it–sat and pulled her down next to him. “What do you need to know?”

“As you’ve probably already figured out, this has to be about more than just stealing cattle. Do you know of any reason someone would want to hurt you? Could this be related to George or Sally? Sally’s mother?”

Even sitting, he kept her hand captive with his right one while his left hand rubbed up and down her back. She almost felt as if he were gentling her. Little did he know that there was nowhere else she’d rather be than at his side. “No. George and his wife were always very well respected and Miranda is footloose and fancy free. She’s happy with her decision and so am I.” She paused, searching for words. “I’m the one who never seemed to fit in, but I don’t think anyone dislikes me to the point of destroying me.”

Dallas didn’t even try to control his impulse, he pulled her into his arms. “No one is going to destroy you while I’m around.” Lennon just closed her eyes and enjoyed the moment, there hadn’t been many like this one in her life. “Okay, let’s think about any reason someone would have to terrorize you. Has anyone shown any interest in the property?”

Lennon played with one of the buttons on his shirt. “I’ve had an offer to buy Apache Springs, but I would never sell.”

Dallas pulled away enough to be able to see her face. “Who? When?”

The expression on his face scared Lennon a little. “About six months ago, and maybe twice more in the last ten weeks. A Mr. Daniels.”

His face became cloudier, if that were possible. “Rooster Daniels?”

“Yea, that’s him. Strange name.”

“What did he say? Did he pressure you?”

Lennon shook her head. “No, not at all. He was very polite. The offer was low, I think. But that’s not why I turned him down. I don’t want to leave my home…” Unless she had reason to–like a husband.

“Anything else?” he pressed. He had an odd feeling Daniels was involved, but he’d need more proof than a lowball offer to buy her ranch.

He was still touching her, an arm around her back, his fingers under her hair–he made it hard for her to think. “Last year, a geologist from the university came and spent a couple of days doing soil samples. He said it was for a state study.” She shrugged her shoulders as if she was sorry that was all she had to offer.

Dallas stood and began pacing across the floor. “I’m going to call my boss. I think we have enough to merit a closer look at Mr. Rooster Daniels. He has a lease to excavate minerals on Round Top. Maybe he’s trying to buy up other land that might yield better results.”

The idea sounded farfetched to Lennon. “Would he go so far to get his way?”

Dallas smiled sadly. “Honey, some people will do almost anything for money.”

For the rest of the afternoon, they were all busy. Dallas wouldn’t let her go back to the house for food, but he and George made several trips. They brought things to entertain Sally and a laptop for George to watch television on. Lennon made do in the old kitchen, preparing them a make-shift meal. Dallas, as promised, not only saw to the feeding of the animals but spent some time on his cell with headquarters to put an investigation in process.

“Well, I’m hitting the sack, everyone.” George announced. “I’ll look in on Sally for you,” he told Lennon.

“Thank you,” she kissed and hugged him. “I’m sorry about the shuffling around. I know you didn’t sign-up for all of this when you agreed to move in with me.”

George took her by the shoulders. “Are you kidding me? You’re the one who saved me. If it weren’t for you, I’d be wasting away in some dingy little room in a home with grouchy nurses wanting to monitor my bathroom visits. I wouldn’t trade living with you and that little girl for anything.”

Lennon wanted to cry. “Good. I’m glad.”

Dallas waited patiently for George to leave. He seemed like he’d been waiting for this moment forever. “Tired?” She had every right to be. Lennon never let up. They’d just finished inspecting every window and door in the lodge and bathhouse to make sure it was all locked up tight. The instant alarms he’d purchased earlier for the windows and doors were a godsend, all they needed were batteries and if tripped, they would emit a noise loud enough to wake the dead.

“I’m okay. Are you?”

“I think I could use a dip in the springs. Care to join me?” He hadn’t been able to get the memory of her at the pool off of his mind. Tonight, he wanted to do more than watch from a distance.

“I didn’t bring a suit,” she murmured.

“I didn’t either,” he moved closer to her. “I don’t think we’ll need one.” Framing her face with his palms, he looked into her eyes. “Be with me. For a few short hours, let’s pretend the rest of the world doesn’t exist.”

Lennon met his gaze, holding it. “If you’re sure you want to; my answer is yes.”

“Oh, I want to, I want to more than anything.” Not needing further encouragement, he picked her up and walked to the bathroom. “Grab two towels.”

He swung her around so it was easy for her to reach them. “Got it. I can walk, you know.”

“I’m aware.” Dallas smiled at her, his face so close to hers that all she had to do to kiss him was raise her head–so that’s what she did, stroking his chest through the opening at the top of his shirt.

Her lips were so sweet, Dallas stopped to accept her kiss so he wouldn’t walk them into a wall. “I want you so much,” he whispered, continuing on his way.

His admission seemed to free something within Lennon. For the first time she had someone to touch, to caress–she took advantage of her position to unbutton his shirt and run her hands lovingly over his chest.

Mesmerized by the attention she gave him; Dallas was braced for ecstasy. “We’re here,” he announced setting her down at the water’s edge.

“I can’t believe I’m here with you,” she whispered with all honesty. She felt like a hungry kid in a candy store. All of the years of solitude made this moment even more special. “Can I?” Lennon waited for permission, her hands on either side of his shirt.

“Be my guest.” Dallas was trembling with need, but he let her set the pace.

“Okay.” Lennon pushed the garment from his shoulders, moving close enough to nip him on the chest. “God, you’re driving me mad, baby.” Jerking the shirt off his arms behind his back, he threw it to the floor. Going to her knees, she helped him with his boots, then ran her hands up his pants leg and massaged his calves.

“I’m having a good time.” Lennon smiled, reaching up to undo his pants. He braced a hand on her head as she tugged them down and off. At last, there was nothing between her fingers and his greatest need, but thin cotton briefs that did nothing to hide the bulge of his cock.

“Touch me,” he breathed with a hoarse voice.

Lennon only hesitated for half a second. Running her hands from the back of his knees to his hips, she leaned in, kissing him through the briefs, loving the shape of him.

“It’s my turn to touch you.” His hands clasped her upper arms as if he were going to pull her to her feet.

“Another moment, please.” Taking hold of the waistband, she unveiled him. “Dallas, you’re beautiful,” she exclaimed with delight. He was boldly erect, standing straight up. “I just want to feel.” Lennon took him in both hands and gently kissed the tip, licking away the drop of pre-cum that nestled in the tiny slit.

“Enough!” He lifted Lennon to her feet. “I want a turn too.” His fingers found the hem of her sweater. “I can’t wait to make love to you in every way you can think of–standing, lying down, against the wall. I want your legs around my waist, I want to be buried so deep inside of you that we’re not sure where you begin and I end.”

Now that it was his turn to undress her, Lennon froze–her hands coming to rest on his wrists, stopping him from lifting her top. “As you can probably tell, I’m small.” She blushed furiously, head down. “Don’t expect much.”

Dallas was so turned on; it took a split-second for him to comprehend what she was saying to him. He’d never intended to tell her he spied on her, now it seemed the best thing to do. “There’s nothing about you that isn’t absolutely perfect.”

“No, wait. I wish I was bigger for you.” Lennon was so torn. “I want to be with you more than anything. I just wish you didn’t have to see my tomboyish body.”

Dallas took both of her hands in his, lifting them to his lips, kissing the palm of each tenderly. “I know exactly how you look, Lennon. I saw you here in the bathhouse.” Hearing Lennon gasp, he sought to reassure her. “I know I should’ve turned away, but I couldn’t. You are absolutely exquisite, delicately feminine from head to toe.” He turned her gently in his arms, kissing her cheek. “Mad at me?”

All of the tension dissolved from Lennon’s body. “No, I’m not mad,” she whispered. “Relieved.”

“I’m going to undress you now.” He lifted her sweater up and over her head, then unbuttoned and unzipped her jeans, pushing them down her legs. When she stood wearing only her bra and panties, Lennon shivered.

“I’ve dreamed of this moment, having you here with me,” he murmured in her ear as he released the clasp on her bra. “You are so hot!” Her breasts were a sweet handful, round and plump. But the sexiest thing of all to Dallas was how big her nipples were, the areolas full and puffy.

Either his warm breath on her neck or his emphatic declaration caused her to giggle. Reaching around her, Dallas palmed her breasts, rubbing her nipples in a circular motion. “Oh, my God,” she whimpered, pushing back against him. She had no idea her breasts would be so sensitive. Lennon felt her womb clench and her clit throb with every stroke of his big hands on her body.

“I need to do more than touch.” Moving to face her, Dallas fell to his knees and began to play with her breasts. He took joy in them–molding, kissing, milking the nipples. “These are the perfect size.” Pressing her breasts together, he used his tongue to dance from one diamond hard point to the other.

Lennon almost swooned. As he pleasured her breasts, she rubbed his neck, his back, his shoulders–anywhere she could reach. “I never knew this could feel so good.” At her impassioned confession, he fit his mouth over one nipple and sucked hungrily. Lennon kissed the top of his head as he feasted at her breasts. There was no denying that he was enjoying her body and that miracle made her heart soar.

Her knees grew weak as he finally left her breasts and let his mouth trail south, licking a path around her navel, his hand coming up to touch the hot, needy spot between her thighs. “I don’t think I can stand up anymore.”

“Hold on, doll. I’ll make you comfortable.” He spread out the towels, then eased her down on them.

“Dallas, make love to me.” she said, feeling so empty she ached. “Please?”

“You’re so beautiful.” Her brown eyes shone with passion. He couldn’t believe she was begging to be with him. “I want you so much.” Lowering himself to lie next to Lennon, he came over her–capturing her lips, then kissing her breasts, moving down her body to tongue the wet spot on her panties that proved she wanted him as much as he wanted her. Dallas hooked his fingers at the top of the little scrap of lace and pulled them off.

Lennon was shaking with need. This was her every fantasy come true. Spreading her legs wide, she lifted her hips, imploring Dallas to take her. “Now. I’ve waited so long.”

Dallas was more than ready, he was painfully hard and aching for her. Lennon gave him her eyes as he positioned himself to enter her. Weaving their fingers together, he took what she offered, plunging his cock deep. She jerked in his arms, then stiffened, her fingers clamping down on his. Dallas went instantly rigid. She was tighter than tight, squeezing him in a velvet vise. He’d wanted her so much and she’d been so willing–God, he hadn’t even thought. Showering her face with kisses, he begged. “Baby, did I hurt you?” This was Lennon’s first time.

Wrapping her arms around his neck, Lennon tried to catch her breath. She’d wanted him so much, she refused to let him know how much it hurt. “Don’t move. Just give me a second. I’m good.” Burying her face in his neck, she kissed his shoulder.

“Why didn’t you tell me?” Dallas asked, afraid to move, afraid he’d hurt her more.

“I didn’t want you to change your mind,” she whispered. “Please don’t stop.” The sharp pain had subsided, and now what she felt was a fullness that seemed right. Lennon lifted her hips, urging him to move.

He didn’t want to stop. Dallas was right where he wanted to be. Raising up on his knees, he pulled her bottom up across his thighs, leaving his hands free to play with her breasts and her clit. “Better?” God, he hoped so. Pleasing her meant everything to him.

“Yes, more, please,” she moaned. “Kiss me.” Dallas did as she asked, easing her down, fusing her lips with his. Feeling her acceptance, he began to move–to thrust–holding himself above her, he pumped with deep, strong strokes that brought them both to ecstasy. When he felt her contractions begin, he let himself go. Closing his eyes, he reveled in the miracle of their joining, the wonder of how they fit together. Fire rose within him, the muscles of his neck corded. Pleasure built. When his release came it was blinding–pulsating–he called out her name. “Lennon!”

Lennon cradled him close as his body shuddered. He tried to hold himself off of her, but she urged him close. “Rest on top of me. I want to feel your weight.” Kissing him on the side of the neck, she sighed. “I don’t feel so alone.”

When their breathing quieted, he eased into the pool, inviting her to join him. She went into his arms and let him hold her as the warm waters soothed them both. “Are you okay, sweetheart?”

Lennon turned into him, smiling against his chest. “I’m perfect.”

“Yes, you are,” Dallas chuckled. “I couldn’t agree more.”

Lennon felt content. She didn’t know how long he’d be with her, but she would cherish him while she could. He was everything she’d ever longed for, more than she could have ever expected. “I’m so glad you’re here with me.”

“Me too.” Dallas didn’t question how he felt. He just held her close and vowed to put things right in her life if he could.
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“Get up, Lenny. I hungry!” Lennon felt her bed shake. For a moment, she didn’t know where she was, nothing looked familiar. Lying on her stomach, she opened one eye and saw that the pillow next to hers bore a definite head shaped dent. And then it all came rushing back…Dallas, the bathhouse–and the fact she’d lost her virginity.

“I’m awake,” she mumbled as Sally continued to bump on the mattress. “You’ve got a good rhythm there. I could use you instead of one those vibrating beds.” As the little girl giggled, Lennon sat up, wondering when Dallas had made his escape. She couldn’t help but smile, last night had been incredible. Reaching for Sally, Lennon pulled her warm little body into her arms. “You’re already dressed.”

“Yes, Dallas tied my shoes. He buttoned Annie’s dwess too.” She held up her doll. “He said to come wake you up.”

“Oh, he did, did he?” She stood, thankful she’d slipped her gown on at some point during the night. She could get used to sharing a bed with Dallas. Going to sleep in his arms had been incredible. Lennon blushed a little remembering how bold she’d been. After they’d returned from the bathhouse pools, he’d brought her to her bed and she’d asked him to stay, unwilling for the magic to end.

“Where is Dallas now?”

“He went out wiff George when I came in here. He be back he said.” As Lennon quickly dressed, Sally leaned on the bed playing with Annie.

Finding out Dallas had left the lodge worried her. There was so much that needed to be done and here she was a virtual prisoner in her own home. Warring emotions filled her–undoubtedly she wanted all of this madness to stop. But when it did…Dallas would leave. There’d be no reason for him to stay. He lived halfway across the state and this was her home, she had responsibilities here. The possibility that she’d never see him again made her heart hurt.

Sorting through the few clothes she’d brought over with her, Lennon admitted her wardrobe was sadly lacking. Even though she wouldn’t be going out to tend the animals, the day didn’t merit a Sunday dress. Her work clothes were the only sensible choice. After she’d dressed, Lennon glanced at herself in the mirror. Did she look different? She touched her face, still void of any makeup enhancement. What did Dallas see in her? The women in his world were probably glamorous and she was what she’d always been–just Lennon.

“You pretty nuff, Lenny, let’s go.”

Lennon had to laugh. “Do you think I’m pretty enough?”

“Yes,” Sally nodded her head emphatically.

Hand in hand, they left the bedroom to go to the kitchen. Lennon had just sat a plate of scrambled eggs and breakfast sausage before Sally when her cell phone rang. Thinking it might be George, she grabbed it without checking the read-out. “Hello?”

“Miss Haley? This is Greg Folsom at Sierra Blanca Bank and Trust. I hope I’m not catching you at a bad time.”

“Well, no.” Lennon wasn’t about to explain her problems to the banker. “I know I’m a few weeks late on my loan, I’ve had a bit of trouble. As soon as I can get some of the sheep penned, I’ll take enough of them to the sale to catch up.”

Mr. Folsom cleared his throat. “I’m afraid you have a very limited amount of time. We’ve learned of the circumstances at Apache Springs and I’m afraid our board has instructed me to begin foreclosure procedures if we don’t have payment by the end of the month.”

Lennon started to shake. “What do you mean?” She needed to make sure she was hearing him correctly.

“You need to pay what’s owed plus interest within ten days or we take possession of the property in its entirety.”

Unable to speak, Lennon grabbed onto the back of a chair for support. “This is really bad timing…I’m not sure I can come up with that much money in so short an amount of time.”

“I hope you can, Miss Haley. If not, you’ll lose your home.” The line went dead. Slowly, Lennon lowered her phone.

“What’s wrong, Lenny?” Sally looked up, the fork frozen between her plate and her glass. “Are you sick?”

Not wanting to scare her child, Lennon composed herself. “I’m fine, I just need a drink of water.” She turned to the sink, pulled a glass from the drain board and filled it, bringing it to her mouth. What was she going to do? Filled with panic, Lennon’s mind ran rampant with questions. If she lost the ranch, she’d lose everything. She had no savings to speak of, any extra funds had been exhausted in the process of adopting Sally. Miranda had been content for her just to live with Lennon, but Lennon had insisted on making the situation permanent. She knew her cousin and while she’d never keep Sally from Miranda, she wanted Sally to have the stability of a home and a mother.

With her head spinning, Lennon clutched her arms around her middle and began to walk in circles. She’d need to get the sheep to the sale, which would mean getting out there in the open with a madman taking potshots at her. And even then…she wasn’t sure it’d be enough. Maybe if she worked a couple of rodeos. Grabbing her cell, she searched through her contacts for Jim Nelson, the man who coordinated the rodeo bullfighters with the events. When he answered, she didn’t wait, just blurted the words out. “Jim, this is Lennon Haley. If you have any openings, I’d like to sign up for some work.”

Jim didn’t ask questions; he was always trying to fill spots. Before she got off the phone, Lennon had two bookings. This, along with the money she garnered for selling the sheep might be enough to ensure she kept her home. Hearing the front door slam, she was relieved Dallas and George had returned. A few minutes ago, she’d been self-conscious about seeing him again after what they’d shared last evening–and now, that concern seemed small. As soon as their footsteps drew near, she went to meet them.

“I agree, George. This could have far-reaching implications.” Dallas had been shocked when he’d received a call from his direct supervisor. The Sierra Blanca sheriff’s office was under investigation for inflating fines and pocketing the difference. No arrests had been made, the legwork was being done online and by speaking to people who were issued tickets and comparing what they paid to what had actually hit the city books. Until the evidence had been collected, the personnel at the local office weren’t even aware a case was being built against them.

“What are we going to do about the break-in?” George asked. Lennon was close enough to hear.

“What break in?” She didn’t know how much more she could take.

Dallas had been checking his email and walking at the same time–not the smartest thing to do. At the sound of Lennon’s voice, he glanced up. A warm feeling rose in his chest. “Hey, did you sleep well?” He knew damn well she had–he just wanted to see the rosy bloom on her beautiful cheeks…and there it was–she was so beautiful she made his teeth ache.

Lennon’s eyes widened. He knew exactly how she’d slept–on top of him for most of the night. “Very well. And you?”

He grinned at her. “Never better.”

“Good. Now–what break in?” Lennon persisted.

George took off his engineer’s cap and slapped it against his knee. “Someone broke in the house, messed things up.” Seeing her distressed face, he continued quickly. “But don’t you worry your pretty little head about it. We’ll take care of this.”

“Yes, and I’ve talked to Hiram. He and Marge want you and Sally to come stay with them until this is over. A regular ranger and two specials are driving over today from the Austin area to serve as backup with me. They’ll be here within the hour. We’re going to take turns keeping watch. The next time that bastard strikes we’re going to see him do it.”

“Where are we going?” Sally was all ears.

Lennon wasn’t nearly as excited by the news as Sally. “George, will you take Sally to her room and find something for her to play with?”

“Sure will, come on, squirt.” George herded Sally away, entertaining questions about Tilly, the pig.

Dallas didn’t even hesitate, he walked right into Lennon’s space and took her into his arms. “I hate all that’s going on, I’d much rather just be focusing on you.” He kissed her once–hard and deep. “Last night was amazing.”

Lennon kissed him back, she couldn’t help it. But when he pulled away, she couldn’t keep quiet. “What’s this about me leaving? You know I can’t leave.”

Dallas had expected this. “I would feel better if you did.” He tightened his hold on her, drawing Lennon tightly into his arms. “You know I couldn’t stand it if anything were to happen to you.”

Lennon wanted nothing more than to just sink into him, but there was so much at stake, she couldn’t afford the luxury. “You are very kind. However, I cannot leave now. Sally, certainly, I appreciate you making arrangements for her. I, on the other hand, have to see that the sheep are taken to auction. The bank has notified me that I have only a few days to pay my note or they will begin foreclosure procedures.”

Lennon spoke so calmly that it took Dallas a few moments for the message behind her words to register. “The bank called? When?”

Struggling just enough for Dallas to let her go, Lennon stepped away from him. As much as she’d like to cast her cares upon this man and allow him to solve all of her problems, this was one she would have to solve for herself. Catching a thief might be the job of a lawman, but that same man could not be held responsible for her debts. This was something Lennon was going to have to manage on her own. “Just a few minutes ago. I need to get out to the south pasture, bring in the sheep and load the ones ready for market. It’s time to sell the two year olds that are ready to breed. The money I get will go a long way to paying my debt.”

“Let me get them ready for you. Hell, let me pay your debt. How much is it?” The notion sprang from his lips before Dallas could call it back.

His offer stunned Lennon so much, all she could do was stare at Dallas. So much had happened. When he’d first arrived, she’d been in awe of him as a man. The more time she spent with him only added to the captivation she felt. Lennon knew she was being fanciful. Despite her tomboyish upbringing and the many years she’d spent working tirelessly at a job more fit for a man, she’d still never been able to turn loose of the dreams and yearning for a life and love like the ones she’d read in those stacks and piles of romance novels she collected and hoarded. “What do you mean? What are you saying?” If he were proposing to solve her problems for her, maybe he was also proposing something else? If he were, she wanted to know. Lennon was so entranced with Dallas McClain that she’d jump at the chance to belong to him if he offered.

Her question caused him to think. What was he saying? Yes, his immediate and absolute inclination was to help her, to erase all problems and worries from her life if he could. But where was that coming from? He hadn’t yet defined the feelings roiling in his chest. After Carly betrayed him in the worst way a woman can betray a man, he’d sworn by all that was holy he would never make himself vulnerable to a woman again. And here he was…quickly getting in over his head with this woman and her family. Was he ready to fall back into the trap where a woman had the ability to tear his life apart?

The answer was no. So, he salvaged the situation by telling a truth–maybe not the whole truth–but all he was willing to reveal. “You need what I can give. I’ve come to think of you and your family as friends.”

While kind and generous, what Dallas said tore into Lennon like a knife ripping through paper. Friends? They’d been intimate–had sex. And all he felt for her was friendship? Or even worse–pity? Dreams she hadn’t even realized were forming in her heart slipped sadly away. “Oh, no. I couldn’t take your money. The sheep respond well to me; they won’t scatter like they would with you.”

“It’s not safe for you out there,” he retorted.

“It’s not safe for you either,” she shot back, wishing her heart didn’t race each time she looked at him. “This whole situation is crazy. If I could, I’d just walk away from all of this. I don’t have a choice–you do.”

Dallas realized in that moment that this was more than a job. He was emotionally invested in these people. He’d had no intention of becoming so involved, but he was. “Neither one of us will get shot if I have a say about it. I don’t want you going out there, but I don’t want to fight with you about it. We’ll go together, but you will stay in the truck and out of sight as much as possible. And as soon as my help gets here, we’ll both wear a Kevlar vest. Can you wait to pen the sheep until then?”

Lennon was hurt and disappointed, but she knew she had to be reasonable. “Yes, I can wait.”

After their discussion, things proceeded quickly. Special Agent Hiram Glover and his wife came to visit, parking so close to the lodge door that Marge could slip inside and not be exposed to danger. They spent an hour with them so Sally could become comfortable. Marge had brought a photo album of her house and pets. She’d even brought some homemade cookies and a small electronic game for Sally to play on for the ride home. In no time, the older couple had won Sally’s heart. Loving George had made it easy for Sally to accept affection from potential grandparent types. Having no real family of their own, Lennon knew she was as susceptible to developing feelings for people as quickly as Sally.

That was exactly what had happened with Dallas. Even though she hadn’t acknowledged the fact in years, Lennon was as hungry for the attention of a man as Sally was for a grandmother. The feelings she’d developed for Dallas had been quick, but strong. So strong, she’d given him her virginity. Would he want to make love to her again? And if he did–should she? Lennon didn’t have the answers to those questions.

Hiram and Dallas spent some time conferring–about what, Lennon didn’t know. She assumed she’d find out later. After an hour or slightly more passed, Sally left with the Glovers. Lennon was tearful, but hid it well from Sally. She’d been with her daily since Sally’s birth and being separated from her was going to be hard. Not too long after they’d said their goodbyes three more Rangers arrived and Dallas introduced her to each of them. “Lennon Haley, this is Aiden Marks, Chance Rivers and Conrad Nolan. They’re going to be helping me.”

Lennon felt overwhelmed. All of the men were young and very handsome with friendly smiles. She wasn’t used to being the center of attention. “I’m very grateful that you’ve come to help.” Shaking each one of their hands, Lennon had to admit she would breathe easier with them here. Part of that reason was that Dallas wouldn’t be taking such a risk alone. The feelings she had for him–while unwise–were still very real.

After the introductions, Dallas huddled with his friends and they came up with a plan. They even allowed George to be in on their plot, making him feel useful. Lennon was grateful for that. Once they were through, everyone retired to claim their post. One Ranger would be parked just over a small ridge where he could monitor the gap the thieves seemed to favor, another parked behind an outbuilding so he could view the front gate and the house and the last one, with George’s help, would station themselves in the top of the hayloft for a good view. Soon, only she and Dallas were left behind.

Dallas was aware of the tension between them. He decided to tread carefully. His feelings for Lennon Haley were all mixed up. The old adage about combining business with pleasure complicating things was definitely true. On the other hand, his life had been void of meaning and now–hell, now he was feeling again. One thing was sure and certain, he wanted Lennon. He wanted to make love with her again and again. “I’m ready to help you pen the sheep. I think it would be best to load them in the trailer tomorrow, but we have time before dark to separate them. After we’re through, a couple of us will handle the feeding for you. Here’s your vest.” He held out the padded bullet-proof garment for her to take.

Lennon accepted it, pulling it on over her clothes. “I think it looks more like a dress than a vest on me.” Dallas smiled at her and Lennon’s heart leapt. He looked especially handsome today in a tight black shirt with black jeans.

“I think you look cute and I’ll definitely feel better that you’re protected.”

“Thanks, but I look the same.” When he smiled at her, those strong even white teeth made her legs weak and any coherent thoughts she could process seem to be on vacation.

“In your case, same is a very good thing.” He did notice she was back to wearing clothes so big they were swimming on her. No matter, he knew now what was under those baggy outfits and he wouldn’t be forgetting it anytime soon. As they left the lodge, he kept a hand at her back. After Hiram left, he’d parked close so she wouldn’t be walking out in the open. There was enough surveillance now that the shooter would have to be a sniper to get a good shot, but Dallas wasn’t willing to take any chances. “I bet you’re going to miss Sally.”

“Oh, yes. This is the first time we’ll be separated for any length of time.” The warm press of his hand to her shoulder as he helped her into his truck caused frissons of anticipation to bloom on her body. “When we get back, I’ll have to make some additional room for your friends.”

“They brought sleeping bags. They’ll be sleeping in shifts and they can do that anywhere.”

He didn’t seem worried about it, so she wouldn’t either. “I’ll make them as comfortable as I can. Do you enjoy your job?” Being alone with him made her want a repeat of last night, so her strategy was to fill their time together with conversation–anything to keep her mind off how it felt to have him deep inside of her.

Dallas eased the truck across the yard toward the pasture. Even though honesty was the best policy, he’d never talked about his personal life with anyone. Such was not the case with Lennon, he was finding out. Somehow sharing with her felt right. “My job has been everything since Carly…and the accident.” Her taking his son’s life had been no accident, but there were times when he couldn’t put it into words. “When I’m working, I can forget. When I’m alone, the visions of what my life should’ve been haunts me.”

“I’m so sorry,” she said and meant it. “You can tell me anything, you know. Your secrets are safe with me.” The time she had with him was fast coming to a close. Lennon jealously wanted to store away memories for later.

Dallas exhaled slowly, as if releasing pent up sorrow. “My little boy would’ve been about Sally’s age had he…lived. I had no idea Carly was capable of hurting our baby. She’d wanted a child.” Until she’d found out who Dallas really was, the sad fact of his reality. “We’d talked about it, planned it. We even had a name. Michael.”

Lennon had no words. She rubbed his shoulder and his arm, giving him what comfort she could.

“As horrible as it was to lose them both, the worst part was loving my wife one day and hating her and myself the next. I don’t think I could ever trust anyone else again like that.” And he certainly couldn’t trust anyone with his history. No one would ever want him, and no woman would ever want his child.

This made Lennon sadder than anything. He could trust her, but she knew she’d have no chance to prove it. “You seemed to have made a good life for yourself.”

Dallas cleared his throat as he pulled up to the barn. “I have. I’ve made good friends, I have interests.”

As he had at the lodge, Dallas parked close enough that she was able to be out of the truck and into the enclosure with a minimum amount of steps. Before they went to the back where Lennon tended the sheep, they stopped to speak to George and Aiden. “Have you seen anything?” Dallas asked.

“No, not yet, but we’ve got our eyes peeled,” George teased. “Are you going to sell Little Ewe this time?” he directed his question to Lennon.

This made her laugh. “I think I’d have to pay someone to take her off our hands. What do you think?”

“That’s the truth,” George agreed. “You two be careful out there.”

“We will,” Dallas assured him. “Who’s Little U?” he enquired of Lennon. “U as in the alphabet?”

“Ah, no, ewe as in female sheep. You’ll see.” They strolled down the aisle between the horse stalls, pausing while Lennon spoke to one animal after another. Lancelot was glad to see her. “You’ve been fed,” she murmured, noticing he still had milk stains on his upper lip. “George already took care of you, lucky boy.”

When they arrived at the rear entrance, Lennon climbed up on a nearby fence and began to call. “Ewe! Little Ewe! Come!”

“And that works?” he asked, entranced by the shape of her bottom as she balanced on the fence. Her pants weren’t tight, but when she bent over her shape was apparent. She was put together like a small perfect package; a gift he already knew was a pleasure to unwrap.

“Our lead cow is named Spot and our lead sheep is a rag-tag little female I call Little Ewe. If I can get their attention, they bring everyone else in.” As they waited, she decided to draw Dallas out a little more. “When you said interests, what did you mean? What do you do for fun?”

“I’m a pretty quiet fella,” Dallas began, picking up a hay straw and holding it between his fingers. “I like to fish. I listen to music. I read. I’ve also always loved video games.” He almost told her about the Game Boy his mother had given him and how he’d kept it until it literally fell apart. “Most of my time is spent on cases. My work keeps me sane.”

“Where do you fish?”

“Lake Travis, mostly. I keep a boat at a marina near Lakeway.”

“I’ve never been fishing except in the pond. Dad used to stock it with catfish. What kind of music do you enjoy?”

Dallas could see the sheep coming from a distance. For some reason, he wasn’t in a hurry for them to get here. “I’m a country music fan. I like the old talent – Willie Nelson, Garth Brooks and George Strait. How about you?”

Lennon shrugged. “I’m not really sure. I’ve never been to a concert. When I listen to the radio, I prefer Taylor Swift, I guess. What type of books do you read?”

“Books? Real books, by the way. I do not own a kindle.” His emphatic announcement made Lennon laugh. “When I do read, I love mystery novels. I read the series the television show Longmire is taken from and I like Patricia Cornwall’s work.”

“I love to read too,” she admitted.

“I noticed.” Dallas winked at her. “Romance novels.”

For some reason, this embarrassed Lennon. He wasn’t the first to say that with a certain tone in his voice, like maybe she shouldn’t read them because they built up false expectations. Yea, she knew she wasn’t like other girls. But he’d… With him she’d felt different. “I guess they’re a harmless type of fantasy for me–like sci-fi…” her voice trailed off.

Dallas wondered at the odd catch in her voice. Before he could ask her to clarify, he saw the strangest sight. The sheep were drawing nearer, led by the ugliest, strangest looking little creature he’d ever seen. “What is that?”

“That’s Little Ewe. She was the runt in a pair of twins. Of all the lambs born that blossomed and thrived, she was the exception. She’s been butted and hooked, pushed and harassed by all–except her mother and me. As the other lambs grew and played, she would just stand to one side and watch. Anyone who comes wonders why I don’t get rid of her. She’s a misfit, a blemish on the rest of the herd.” Her voice dropped. “She took a fever one year, that’s why her wool is thin and patchy. I couldn’t sell her, so she’s still here. Ewe knows the routine, so even though she’s an eye-sore, she gets the job done.” Lennon laughed sadly. “Just goes to show that you don’t have to be the prettiest one to get the job done.”

Her impassioned speech seemed to be saying more than the obvious. Dallas didn’t get a chance to pursue the conversation. The homely, rag-tag little ewe brought the sheep right up to them and Lennon spent the next little while sorting and culling, leading the ones to be sold to the holding pen. They fed the whole herd, giving them something to do while Lennon accomplished the real mission.

When they were finished, she thanked him. “I appreciate you helping me. I’ll call the auction barn tomorrow and see if they can get someone to come after them. That way, we don’t have to worry about leaving the property.”

“I like that idea,” Dallas agreed, as they returned to his truck. “How much money do you have to come up with?”

Lennon named a figure and Dallas didn’t really have the knowledge to know how big of a dent the proceeds from the sheep would make in her debt. “Is that enough?”

“No,” she shook her head. “I can’t really be sure what price the sheep will bring. I do have a plan B, though.”

Yes, he was driving, but Dallas had a way of listening that made her feel like he was totally focused on her. Just one look from him made Lennon tingle from head to toe. “A plan that doesn’t include accepting money from me, I take it.”

“You’ve already been more than kind to me. I won’t take money from you on top of everything else, no.” She couldn’t quite meet his eyes.

“So, what are you going to do?” A frown came to his face. “Don’t tell me you’re considering taking Daniels’ offer?” He couldn’t prove his suspicions–yet, but the idea was firmly implanted in his head. “You aren’t going to let that man run you off your ranch, are you?”

His outburst took her by surprise. If it hadn’t–she might have thought up something else to say. But she didn’t–the truth just erupted. “No, I’m not. I’m going to do a couple of rodeos this weekend.”

For some reason Dallas saw red. She didn’t belong to him. He had no right to tell her what to do. But she’d lain in his arms, he knew what she looked like when she came. He felt…he felt…helpless. “You can’t take on anything else. You work too hard as it is. Besides, how can I keep you safe? You’ll take the money from me–and that’s final!”


Chapter Six
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The drive from the barn to the lodge didn’t take five minutes, but to Lennon it seemed like an eternity. Dallas had just forbid her from showing up for the rodeo gig she needed to keep in order to pay off her debt. She was having a hard time trying to wrap her head around his attitude. He had a point about the risk, but what choice did she have?

“Well, aren’t you going to say something?” he asked. His tone wasn’t challenging. He almost sounded like he’d surprised himself.

Lennon grabbed the handle and opened the door. “I don’t really know what to say. You know I can’t accept your money. We aren’t dating. We just slept together, that’s all.” No matter how she wished it were more than that–it wasn’t. And he wouldn’t deny it. “You probably have a girlfriend already. Don’t you?”

Dallas didn’t know how to answer her. “Well…I’ve been seeing someone. It isn’t serious, it’s more of a convenience than anything.” His own words made him wince.

“Like I’m a convenience?” The accusation was out of her mouth before she could stop it. “Never mind. We didn’t do anything I didn’t want to do.” She hurried toward the door, wanting only to get away from him before she said something that would be more of a betrayal of her feelings than what she’d already uttered.

Dallas followed her. What else was he supposed to do? “Wait, Lennon.” He didn’t stop to analyze his motivation. He only knew he had to stop her. She was fast. He didn’t catch up to her until she was outside her room…the room they’d shared the night before.

“What?” She let him hold her arm, trying to pull away seemed futile and a little silly.

“You’ve got to understand. I haven’t been serious about anyone since Carly. The woman I’m seeing on occasion–she’s just a friend. Don’t you understand? I don’t want to feel anything for anyone.”

“I understand,” she said simply. “I wasn’t asking for anything. I can’t help how much I wanted you. I’ve been lonely and you came into my life so unexpectedly. I know this means nothing to you…but…”

She didn’t get a chance to finish her sentence. “Hush,” Dallas said. His request startled her so much, she obeyed. “You have no idea what this means to me.” Searching her face, his eyes intense, he angled his head and claimed her lips in a consuming kiss. Moving forward, he wrapped himself around her, walking backwards until she was sandwiched between the wall and his hard body. His large hands clamped down on her hips, then skimmed up her sides–caressing, touching–every thought in her head vanished. When he drew back, Lennon was dazed with passion. With her eyes still shut, she leaned forward, instinctively searching for more.

“That’s right, you want me.” Dallas ground his hips against her, pressing his hard cock into her softness. He wasn’t thinking of anything beyond the moment. “Do you feel it Lennon? Do you feel what you do to me?”

Oh, she could feel him all right. Even more, she could feel what he was doing to her. He made her crazy with need. Throwing her arms around his neck, she rubbed her aching breasts against his chest. “Just one more time.”

Dallas growled, his eyes devouring her. She was so beautiful. What man wouldn’t want a woman like this in his bed every night? “Once isn’t going to be nearly enough.”

Lennon might not be experienced, but she could tell Dallas wanted her. Looking at his beautiful face and his proud, powerful body, she knew she’d never regret this time with him. Aside from his appeal as a lover, he was also kind and giving. Forever might not be in the cards, but she could make the most of today.

“Come with me.” Before she changed her mind, Lennon took him by the hand and led him into her room, closing the door behind them.

Before Dallas knew what was happening, Lennon began to shuck her clothes, unclasping the utilitarian white bra she wore, bending over to pull plain white panties off of her curvy little rear. While she was slight, no ribs showed, and there was this intriguing indention down her back that he wanted to follow with his tongue, ending in a pair of the sweetest dimples at the base of her spine. Lifting her hands over her head, she began to loosen the braid. Her movement lifted those luscious breasts of hers up. Those big puffy nipples made his mouth water. His cock rose to full strength, aching and throbbing.

Walking up behind her, he molded his body to hers, his hands skimming over her body, cupping her breasts, thumbing the nipples, then one hand slid down to cup her pussy. She moaned with arousal, raising her arms to clasp his head, the move thrusting her breasts up so his hands could more freely–molding and kneading. Laying her head back on his shoulder, she gave him her mouth and the next thing he knew, he was devouring her soft lips.

The sexy little whimpers coming from her was driving him insane. Turning her in his arms so he could kiss her easier, they didn’t miss a beat. Her tongue tangled with his, she was like a fading ember being persuaded to reignite in flames. Dallas tightened his arms around her as the kiss became wilder, deeper, hungrier. Her movements fevered and urgent, she tore at the buttons of his shirt. If there was such a thing as spontaneous combustion, both of them were in imminent danger.

Lennon refused to let go of his lips as she ran her hands over his chest and fumbled with his belt and zipper. Dallas only let her go long enough to divest himself of the clothing that was now only hanging around his wrists and ankles. With her full length pressed against him, Dallas could feel the delicious warmth of her skin, the uneven little pants of her jagged breathing. Where last night was discovery, tonight was a heated, desperate need for them both.

Lennon’s body was going haywire at his slightest touch. He rubbed her arms, his palms gliding from her wrists up to her shoulders. “I’m not only taking what I want, Lennon, I’m giving you what you need.”

“I need you,” she told him simply, gravitating to his every touch.

“Lay down for me, Lennon.”

She let him guide her to the bed. The last time they’d been together she’d been so amazed it was happening, she had been too nervous to focus on the sheer wonder of it all. Now she wanted to remember every touch, every kiss, even the look in his eyes. Lennon lay there, trembling with anticipation. “What are we going to do?”

“Are you too sore? There are many things we can do to one another.” As he spoke to her gently, he kissed each nipple, pulling the tender tips into his mouth like succulent pieces of candy. “We can start with me kissing your pussy, licking your cream and making you beg.”

“I’m ready to get to the begging part,” she whispered, gazing at him. In the romance books she read, the heroes were always blessed with a magnificent body. Until Dallas, she’d never had the privilege to see one. Buck naked–the man was ripped. All she could do was stare and lick her lips. Feeling bold, she opened her legs wide, offering herself to her lover.

Dallas knelt on the floor, never taking his eyes from the beautiful sight spread before him for his pleasure. She was wet and swollen for him. “I can’t wait to taste you. I should’ve taken the time last night.” He ran one gentle finger down the center of her pussy. “I just wanted you too much.”

Lennon lifted her hips. “Don’t you want me now?” His only answer was a smile. She watched in fascination as he bent his head, drawing ever nearer to her eager sex. At the first touch of his lips and tongue, her body almost bent double with delight. “Oh, my stars and garters,” she whispered. “I may not survive this.”

Dallas chuckled. “Oh, you’ll survive. I promise.” He held her fast with strong hands as he ate his fill of her sweet cream. Lennon arched her back in absolute ecstasy. She’d never known anything so wonderful except for being with him the night before. This was intimate, but joining with him had been heaven. How had she lived without this pleasure? He cupped her breast with one hand and began to massage the areola in rhythm with his thrusting tongue. “You’re so sweet. I’ll never get enough of you.”

At his tender words, Lennon pushed herself against his face, begging for more. Dallas gave her what she needed, circling her clit with his tongue, driving her mad with ecstasy.

Dallas didn’t let up, he kissed and licked her sex, fucking her with his tongue until she exploded. While she was still trembling, he crawled up her body, kissing a hot wet trail from her pussy to her neck, lingering at a few choice places along the way. But when he came to the tender skin of her neck, his teeth sank in and he gave her the slightest, softest nip.

Lennon gasped, it hadn’t hurt–everywhere and every way he touched her was just perfect. “I loved that, I’ll never forget this, never,” she whispered.

Rolling to his back, he pulled her on top of him, stroking the soft skin of her waist. Dallas wanted nothing more than to sink into her heat and take them both to paradise. Her cheeks were flushed and she was nibbling on that suckable lower lip. Reaching up with one hand, he caressed the soft skin of her face, tracing the arch of her cheekbone. He couldn’t remember feeling this way, even with Carly. She’d never looked at him the way Lennon did. With near trembling fingers, he slid his hand between her legs. “You’re so soft, so tender, and very wet. You do want me, don’t you?”

“Of course, let me get ready.” She started to crawl off of him and lie back on the bed.

“No, this time I want you on top.” Sitting up against the headboard, he urged her to straddle him.

Lennon protested. “I’m not sure I know how.”

“You’ll be a natural, you ride horses all the time.”

The idea made her blush. “Not the same.” He just smiled and arranged her on top of him, leaning in to tongue a nipple pebbled by her arousal.

“Today you ride me. Lift up.”

Balancing herself, she rose on her knees and he took his cock in hand, rubbing the head of his erection from the back of her slit to the front. Lennon moaned with anticipation, desperate to surrender to his raw magnetism. Her whole body was vibrating. Dallas was all man and she’d never felt more feminine.

Fitting the head to the small well of her opening, he pushed in just a fraction. “Now, ease yourself down.” Lennon nodded, sinking onto his thick shaft. The movement stole her breath. Dallas closed his eyes. “You’ll never know how good this feels.”

“Oh, I think I have an idea.” Lennon loved how it felt–the burning, the stretching–like the piece of her that had been missing for so long had been found. Finding his hands, she laced their fingers together as she worked herself down on him.

“Hurt?”

Lennon met his gaze. “Oh, yea. Really good,” she whispered. Her response made him laugh. The heat in his eyes amazed her. With a snap of his hips, Dallas seated himself fully inside of her.

“Oh, Dallas,” she moaned, closing her eyes. Lennon couldn’t be still. She threw her head back and moved her hands from his to rest them on his chest. Rocking back and forth, she lifted herself slightly, sliding up and down the hard rod of his erection. “I love this.”

Dallas had forgotten how much fun sex could be. He delighted not only in how he felt, but watching Lennon enjoy their lovemaking doubled his pleasure. Wanting to touch even more of her, he grasped her by the hips and scooted himself farther up in the bed until he was sitting up as straight as she. “Put your legs around me, hold my neck, rub those sweet nipples on my chest.” Seeming to want nothing more than to please him, Lennon did as he asked. Sliding his big hands to her back, he rocked up into her. This was perfect, they could touch and kiss and still be connected in the most intimate way possible. Dallas loved how she licked and nibbled his neck, his pecs, her hands moving down to rub his nipples.

At first Lennon was shy, but the hunger in his touch and on his face gave her courage to do everything she’d ever dreamed. She moved against him, loving the way her nipples felt as the hair on his chest rasped against them. Every time she lifted her hips, he bucked up, driving himself deeper.

Dallas didn’t know if she was doing it on purpose, or if her response was instinctual–but the way she was tightening around him, milking his cock was fast pushing him toward release. “Give me your lips.” Covering her mouth, he grasped her ass, lifting her just enough so he could pull out and plunge back in hard–over and over. As Lennon gasped, he inhaled her sweet surrender. And when she pulled away, bowing her body backwards in sweet ecstasy, the way her body clamped down on his was enough to take his breath away. “That’s it, baby. Cum for me.” Dallas buried his face in her neck and sucked hard enough on her flesh that it would leave his mark.

As she shivered and shook in his arms, Dallas let go, jetting inside of her with every beat of his heart. He cradled her tightly until the world stopped whirling and the greatest peace he’d ever known enveloped him. There was no sweeter sound than the pounding of her heart, he kissed the spot right over it, then raised his head to join their lips, taking the kiss he craved. For today, she belonged to him.
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Lennon had dropped off to sleep and Dallas knew she was exhausted. She lay with her head on his shoulder, one arm draped across his waist and one leg thrown over his. He couldn’t stop touching her, trailing his fingers down one arm from shoulder to elbow and back. In a short time, she and her odd little family had become important to him. The idea both thrilled him and scared him to death. Lennon Haley was such a strange mix of vulnerable, enchanting, strong and sexy. In many ways she was elusive as a firefly flitting in the dark of night, at times shining brightly, and at others hidden behind a veil of obscurity. One thing he did know–it was going to be damn hard to walk away from her when the time came.

Bang! Bang!

Dammit! Lennon stirred in his arms and Dallas hated her rest was disturbed. “What time is it?” she asked as she raised up and made a grab for her clothes.

“A little after eight,” was all he managed to get out before the door was slung open.

“Oh, crap,” Lennon pulled at the upper sheet, holding it to her nude body. Dallas had to scramble to retain a corner of it to cover his own nakedness as George came barreling in.

“Lennon! Do you know where Dal…” The older man’s countenance changed from curiosity to disapproval in a microsecond. “Excuse me, I didn’t know you were…occupied.” He backed out and closed the door.

“Wow.” Lennon rose and quickly dressed, her back to Dallas. “I’ve got a feeling I just fell from grace in his eyes.”

“You’re an adult. George knows that,” Dallas pulled on his own clothes. “I’ll get out there and see what’s going on.” He walked around the bed and pulled her against him. “Stop worrying. About everything. I’ve got it under control.”

Once he was gone, Lennon sank back to the bed. What was she doing? Setting herself up for heartbreak–that was for certain.

Outside Lennon’s room, Dallas found George standing at the cold fireplace, staring down into it as if he were looking at flames. “What’s going on?”

“I guess I could ask you the same question.”

“I don’t really think…”

George whipped around as fast as he could, leaning on his cane. “No, I guess you didn’t.” He pointed down the hall toward Lennon’s room. “That little girl in there has a heart as big as Texas. She’s as good as gold. The goddamn men in this county have been blind and stupid as far as she’s concerned. And then here you come–short-timer–and you’ll break her heart.” Pinning him with a stare, he spat out the words. “Unless you intend on doing the right thing.”

Dallas listened patiently, crossing his arms over his chest. “I’m not sure I know what the right thing is, George.”

Boot steps coming down the hall halted their conversation. Conrad joined them. “Hey, we’ve been trying to get ahold of you. Is your phone dead?”

George muttered something unintelligible. Dallas pulled out his phone. “Damn, it is dead. Sorry, I charged it last night.”

“No problem,” Conrad said. “But you’d better get out here. We found the fence cut and there’s cattle all up and down the road. We did get a good lead though, we saw that same grey truck and headquarters just called and they know who it is.”

“Who?” Dallas asked, falling in step by his fellow ranger.

“Howard Keel, a Sierra Blanca deputy.”

“What the fuck?” Dallas was stunned.

“Doesn’t surprise me,” George mumbled as he came along behind them.

“Aiden is on his tail and has called for back-up. Headquarters is trying to get ahold of you. They need your help trying to make sense of all of this.”

“I’ve got a charger in my truck, I’ll call them as soon as I get plugged in.”

“We’ve got to get back out to round up the herd.” Conrad held the door open for Dallas and George to walk through.”

“I’ll be right out there to help as soon as I talk to Headquarters.” Dallas muttered. He hung back to make the call and couldn’t ignore the disappointed look that George leveled at him when he walked by.

Inside… Lennon covered her face with her hands, embarrassed that George had walked in on them. She didn’t regret being with Dallas, having a little happiness in her life was better than none. A smile came to her lips. He had made her happy, she wouldn’t deny that for a moment. Even though he was a bit high-handed, demanding that she take his money…. Actually, it was pretty sweet. But she couldn’t do it. In fact, that reminded her, she needed to call Brewster and confirm when she could expect to bullfight and where. First things first, however. She poured a cup of coffee while she called to check on Sally.

“Marge, here.”

“Marge, this is Lennon Haley. How is Sally?”

“Oh, honey.” Her voice was bubbly and sweet, typical grandmother fare. “That little girl is a joy. I have baby kittens and she’s head over heels in love with them. Hiram tells me that they have a lead on your problem. They’re tailing someone who just cut your fence.”

“Oh, really?” Lennon started pacing, feeling left out. “The men aren’t doing the best in the world to keep me informed.”

“Isn’t that just like a man?” Marge fumed with her. “You need to get out there and straighten them out. That is your ranch, after all.”

“You’re right,” Lennon agreed, but she also knew what a relief it was not to be standing alone against this threat. Dallas had come into her life when she needed him most and Lennon knew it was a long shot, but she couldn’t help but dream what it would be like to have him in her life on a permanent basis.

“Lennon, don’t worry about Sally until we’re sure this is all over. She’s fine and we’re enjoying her to pieces.”

Marge’s assurance relieved Lennon. “Could I speak to Sally?”

“Absolutely, hold on.”

In a few seconds, Lennon couldn’t keep from smiling, even though tears rose in her eyes. “Lenny! Do you miss me?”

“So much, I miss you so much. Are you having fun?”

“I is. Miss Marge has cats and ice cream!”

“Well, you can’t beat that, can you?” Lennon laughed, but her heart was hurting. Sally was her baby.

“When can I come home, Lenny?”

“Just as soon as I can make everything right and I’m determined to do that as quickly as possible. I love you, Sally.”

“I wuv you too, Lenny.”

Lennon ended the phone call, wiping the dampness from her cheeks. Without putting down the phone, she called Brewster. “What do you have for me?”

“Ah, glad you called? Can you get to Fort Stockton tomorrow?”

“I sure can.” He gave her the details, then she pulled on her boots and headed out to see what was up with her fence and cattle. Since the Rangers had a lead and were in pursuit, Lennon presumed it was safe to go outside.

When she got to the barn, no one was in sight but Tilly and Lancelot. Seeing things that needed to be done, she took time to do them. The sheep penned and ready for market needed to be fed and watered. If she played her cards right, she could leave early enough to drop them off at the sale barn on the way to Fort Stockton. All she’d need to do was cancel the arrangement she’d previously made with the sale barn. This was a much better idea and it would save her a good bit of money. Lennon felt satisfied–two birds with one stone was always the best way to go.

After taking care of the animals, she climbed into her truck and headed out toward the road. Before she arrived, her phone rang. “Hello?”

“Hey, I hate we were interrupted. Don’t let George give you a hard time.”

Her heart raced at the sound of his voice. She was falling in love with Dallas McClain, no doubt about it. “Did he give you one?” She could just imagine her old friend holding a shotgun as he forced Dallas to do the right thing.

“He tried,” that was all Dallas would say. “Listen, I wanted you to know that Howard Keel was apprehended a few minutes ago trying to cross the border in El Paso. I’m going to be taking him in for questioning. If we find he’s been responsible for all of this–well, that’s great. If there’s any doubt, I’ll be back.”

His statement didn’t bring her comfort. Dallas implied he wouldn’t be coming back if the case was solved. Well, now she knew. Lennon swore she wouldn’t let him know how much she cared–how much it would hurt. “Okay. Good luck.” Frankly, she didn’t know what else to say.

Dallas could tell something was wrong. “Look, Lennon. I know we need to have a talk.”

Lennon didn’t want to hear this–not now. “Sure…I look forward to it. I need to go and see if there are any cattle to feed tonight.”

“I’ll make sure to tell the guys to help you. They’ll see that the fence is repaired too.”

“Thanks.” Lennon knew this wasn’t part of the Rangers job description. He was calling in favors because… Dang. Maybe he just felt sorry for her. Poor, pitiful, Lennon. No–she wouldn’t cling. “Be careful.” Her concern for him couldn’t be hidden, she just didn’t have the strength.

“I will and I’ll keep you informed.” He lingered. “You take care too.”

“I will. Bye.” She hung up quickly before he could tell she was crying.
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The next day, Dallas was completely worn out. And he wasn’t any closer to getting the case solved than he had been when he’d left. Howard Keel had been interrogated by the best, but he wouldn’t crack. The best they could determine was the fact that he wasn’t working alone. The lie detector test confirmed Keel didn’t know where the stolen cattle were or who had shot the Mexican. What he did admit to doing was the acts of vandalism. Dallas was convinced he was working for Rooster Daniels, but so far his suspicions hadn’t been confirmed. Bottom line–Lennon was still in danger and his job wasn’t done.

A strange sense of relief filled him. He wasn’t ready to let her go.

Heading west, he figured he could be at Apache Springs before dark. He was on I-10 about thirty miles east of Fort Stockton. Holding his phone to his ear, he called Lennon.

No answer. Next, he tried the house phone and was relieved when George answered. “Apache Springs.”

“Hello, George. May I speak to Lennon?”

“She’s not here.”

“Where is she?”

George was silent. Obviously, Dallas was still in the doghouse as far as George was concerned.

“Come on, George. I need to talk to her. Howard Keel wasn’t working alone, and we don’t know who else is out there trying to hurt her.”

“Besides you, you mean?”

“I’m not trying to hurt her.” Dallas sighed. “I’m trying to protect her.”

“Who’s going to protect her from you? Are you about to propose?”

Dallas didn’t want to have this conversation. “This is mine and Lennon’s business.” He didn’t want to be rude, but… He focused on the passing landscape. The farther he drove west, the more barren the land became…. Just like his life before Lennon–barren.

“You hurt her, McClain, and you’ll have to answer to me.” George promised.

“I respect that.” Dallas couldn’t tell George that loving Lennon would hurt her far more than if Dallas just walked away.

George sighed. “She left the ranch this morning, dropped the sheep off at the auction barn and she’s now over at the rodeo arena trying to rake in a little extra dough.”

Dallas remembered. “What rodeo arena? How will I find her? Is she running a booth?”

“Fort Stockton, not too far off the interstate. Just follow the billboards.” He chuckled. “And no, she’s not running a booth. Not exactly. Just get a ticket and sit in the stands, you’ll find her.”

The phone went dead in his hands. Damn. Dallas checked the mileage. He’d be in town in time to catch most of the events. But then, the events weren’t really what he was going after…

“Cowgirls and Cowpokes, please rise for the National Anthem and the presentation of our flags.”

Near the gate where the bulls would emerge, Lennon stood with the other bullfighter, a man named Dinky Diehl. While Dinky was in full clown regalia, Lennon was dressed in her usual red outfit with hair in pigtails and her trusty bra slingshot with nerf balls ready to shoot at her bovine targets.

“You need to watch Whiskey River, Lennon. He’s smart and mean as a snake. He gored a guy up in Montana a few weeks ago.”

Lennon nodded at Dinky. “Okay. I will.” She stared at the crowd, trying to ground herself. This hadn’t been the best day in the world. She’d had words with George over Dallas. Lennon hadn’t wanted to offend her friend, but she refused to be ashamed of what she’d done or how she felt. He’d asked her if she took precautions against getting pregnant and Lennon refused to answer, Mainly, because she’d been stunned–shocked–dumbfounded. She felt beyond stupid. Birth control had never entered her head. She couldn’t blame Dallas; she was a grown person. He hadn’t asked her about protection, but she hadn’t insisted on it either. Could she be pregnant? Yes. Was she? She didn’t know.

Leaning against the fence, she worried. If she were pregnant, what would she do? What would Dallas do? She didn’t want him to feel obligated to marry her. People probably didn’t do those type of things too much anymore. Lennon sighed. In many ways she was behind the times. Her parents had been older, she’d had no siblings and the main influence in her life, other than her own folks, had been her elderly neighbors.

“Want a hot dog?” Dinky asked. “We’ve got about fifteen minutes before our action starts.”

“No, I’m good.” She didn’t feel like eating. Anytime she had to face the bulls, her stomach seemed full of butterflies. Lennon hoped that was the case and she wasn’t expecting. Part of her wanted to walk away, not to do something so dangerous when she might be pregnant. But what choice did she have?

Down the street… Dallas searched for a parking place. He was anxious to see Lennon, to tell her what was going on, to ask her opinion… Fuck. He was just anxious to see Lennon. As he moved across the parking lot, the buzz of the security lamps seemed louder, like the buzzing of a thousand insect wings. Gasps from the crowd told him some cowboy had just been pitched into the air by a bucking bronc. The closer he came, the more familiar it sounded. He’d been to several rodeos since moving to Central Texas. The smell of parched peanuts and roasting hot dogs wafted on the air. He intended to hunt Lennon, and if he couldn’t find her on the outskirts, he’d climb into the stands where he had a better view.

“Next up is Lamar Boden riding Green Mile. This is a wild bull, Ladies and Gentlemen. He’s only been ridden once.”

Bull riding. His favorite part of rodeo. There was nothing like watching those one ton beasts twist and turn. He’d never even been tempted to try. The cowboys who messed with those monsters were a special breed. As he listened to the announcer, Dallas weaved his way through the concession stands featuring everything from turkey legs to nachos. There were also booths offering hand tooled belts, purses and T-shirts. Funny, he hadn’t realized rodeos had turned into mini fairs. Scanning the crowd, he checked every face and none of them were Lennon. With renewed resolve, he bought a ticket to enter the stands. He’d find her there, for sure. All day he’d been rehearsing what to say to her. He wanted to talk about the case, but more than that–he needed to apologize for putting her in a position to lose face with her family. George was important to her and he should’ve shown more discretion. The old man went to sleep early enough that they could’ve waited. Shit. A feeling of guilt rose in his chest. He’d seduced a virgin, a woman who deserved everything. And what did he have to give in return? A tarnished past, a broken spirit and a hardened heart.

As he pushed his way through the crowd, avoiding women with babies on their hips, and congregations of rhinestone cowboys being ogled by buckle bunnies, he snorted–not at the people around him but from the eagerness that he felt to see Lennon again. Visions of her beautiful body, her sweet face, her moans of delight as he loved on her were indelibly imprinted on his mind.

Making his way to the stands, he began to climb, dodging little cowpokes and cowgirls decked out in western finery. Dallas decided to make his way to the top so he’d have an eagle-eye view. His eyesight was sharp, he’d be able to pick her out of the crowd, especially if she were walking the aisles hawking peanuts or corn dogs. Honestly, it bothered him that she had to do this. Lennon worked hard enough already.

Settling down on a bench-style bleacher, he rested his forearms on his thighs, clasped his hands and began to methodically survey the crowd. There were many pretty women, but no vibrant, dark-haired beauty with a million-dollar smile. The thought meandered through his mind how much his estimation of her had changed. At first, he’d thought her unattractive and now she was fast redefining his idea of the perfect woman.

“Six seconds. So sorry, Lonnie B. Combs! Hurry, hurry, grab your hat!”

Dallas let his eyes shift to the action in the arena. A cowboy was scrambling around trying to avoid the sharp horns of an angry bull while two clowns with a barrel cut the beast off. One of them was a large guy wearing bozo hair and full clown makeup. The other was a tiny thing, wearing form-fitting red long johns with pigtails, shooting nerf balls at the bull with a…bra? He couldn’t help but laugh, then gasp as the bull turned on the small woman. Even the long-underwear couldn’t mask her delicate curves. She turned slightly, skipping just out of the way of sharp horns and he could see she wore no white-face or clown makeup. Along with the rest of the crowd, he held his breath as the bull focused on the diminutive female. She dashed out of the way in the nick of time to grab ahold of a barrel to turn over in front of the charging animal. And when she did–the truth hit Dallas like a run-a-way freight train. Lennon! His Lennon was a fuckin’ bullfighter!

Dallas sprung to his feet, descending the stairs so quickly that his boots barely made contact with the wooden steps. With his heart in his throat, Dallas focused on getting across the pavilion to Lennon’s side. And when he got his hands on her delectable little body…she wouldn’t be able to sit down for a week.

On the other side of the arena, Lennon guzzled a cup of water. “Wow, Dinky, that was a close one.”

“Did he get you?” Dinky ran his finger over the torn material on her shoulder. “Yep, just a graze but it’s bleeding. I bet that hurts like hell. You should go over to the first aid trailer. You don’t want that to get infected. We’ve only got one more to go, and I can handle it.”

“Yea, but it’s Whiskey River and I’m not letting you take any chances.” About that time, the announcer called out the unlucky rider of the renowned bull. “We’ll do this together.”

Before Dallas could get to the opposite side and around to the gate, he heard the buzzer sound. Muttering a blue cloud of curses, he hopped up on the fence to watch Lennon scamper around waiting for the unlucky cowboy to get thrown–spurs over Stetson–over the tossing horns of the biggest black bull he’d ever seen. The sound of the man’s body hitting the ground seemed to echo, even over the gasps and shouts of the crowd.

“We got trouble, Dinky.” Whiskey River stood pawing, sides heaving. There was no smoke coming from his nostrils, but Lennon fully expected it. “I’ll get his attention and you get that poor guy outta here.”

Fuck. Fuck. Fuck. Dallas stood frozen with his heart in his throat as he watched Lennon taunt the big bull, teasing him by hitting him with balls, tossing her little bra at the bull. Talk about waving a flag! The mad animal shook his head at Lennon and charged. Seeing her fragile little body just inches in front of those huge horns and pounding hooves tore his guts up. Before he knew what was what, his feet moved of their own accord, and Dallas found himself bounding over the fence and out into the midst of the chaos.

Lennon’s heart was pounding, her lungs burned and she wondered if today would be the day her luck ran out. This bull was seriously intent on making hash out of her if he got the opportunity. Zigzagging just out of reach of his horns, she gauged how far she had to lure him so Dinky and others could safely remove the injured cowboy from the arena. Lennon could almost feel the animal’s hot breath on her neck. She turned her head to see where he was and how much longer she had to play bait before trying to save herself.

Wham!

One moment Lennon was on her own two feet and the next she was in the air–but not on the end of a bull’s horn. Two strong arms were wrapped around her and she could hear an angry male voice commanding the beast to “BACK THE FUCK OFF!”

Dallas.

The bull seemed as surprised as Lennon and the on-looking crowd. The announcer had been giving a blow-by-blow account of the actions in front of him until Dallas had let loose with the desperate profanity. Now, the man manning the mic was stammering and stuttering, turning on music to cover up any further blue language that the crazy man on the field might shout.

“Dallas?” Lennon clung to him. “Thank-you. What are you doing here?” She was too stunned to think straight.

Dallas was angry. He was scared shitless. He was ready to kick-ass and take names. “What in God’s name did you think you were doing?” He didn’t stop at the gate. He ignored anyone who ran up to see if Lennon needed anything. He stalked off the rodeo ground with her in his arms.

“This is what I do to make extra money,” she offered tentatively, realizing he probably didn’t approve of her second job. “It’s okay, I know what I’m doing. I’ve done it lots of times.”

“Do you think the fact that you’ve done this a lot of times makes me feel any better?” The pressure rising in his chest threatened to squeeze his heart in two. “Whoever allowed you to put your life on the line like that should be skinned alive.”

Lennon would have been blind if she couldn’t see how upset he was–she just didn’t know why. “No one allowed me. I make my own decisions. I used to be in drama club. A friend helped me get into this.”

“Some friend,” Dallas said through gritted teeth. “What were you thinking?” he shouted this time. “That’s no job for a woman, especially one no bigger than a minute like you!”

Lennon tried to look around. “My truck is not over here.”

“You’re going with me now. We’ll get your truck later.” With no further explanation, he made a beeline for his vehicle, then balanced her on his thigh while he opened the door.

“I’m not the only female who does this, there’s another woman in Texas who used to be a Dallas Cowboy cheerleader.”

He sat her down, then proceeded to fasten her seatbelt. “Is that also supposed to make me feel better? She couldn’t be more feminine than you.”

Lennon thought about smiling, but she was still too upset. She wasn’t as upset as Dallas, however. She wasn’t afraid of him either…she just didn’t get why he was so angry. Once he was seated next to her, she added. “Thanks, I’ve never been accused of being feminine. I didn’t think most people realized I was a girl.”

Dallas cut his eyes at her. “I’ve noticed. I’ve been buried balls deep inside of you–remember?”

Lennon could tell he was still mad, for his tone was almost accusing. “I’m all right, Dallas. Really. All I got was these scratches?”

Dallas was trying to back his truck out of a tight spot, but he took the time to look. “Damn, I’ve got a first aid kit in the back. As soon as we find a room, I’ll tend to it for you.”

“A room?” They were only a few hours away from the ranch. “I don’t have a room. I wasn’t intending to stay the night. What do we need a room for?”

For a moment, Dallas remained silent, then he just laid it out. “I need to talk to you and I need to make love to you–and it won’t necessarily be in that order.

The thrill that shot through Lennon stole any protest she might make. “Oh.” When Dallas took a mind to do something, he didn’t sway. In less than eight minutes, he’d found a nearby motel, checked in and carried her and the first aid kit into the room. “I can walk.”

“Yea, you can dodge a deadly bull too–doesn’t mean you need to.”

Lennon had no experience with the concern Dallas was showering on her. He sat her down, helped her take off the crazy costume, then tenderly ministered to her wound. She couldn’t help but see his hands were shaking. What did this mean? If she didn’t know better, Lennon would say he was acting like a man in love. “I’m sorry if it upset you.”

Dallas took deep breaths, trying to fight off the panic. He kept picturing Lennon’s small body crumpled on the ground, stomped bloody by a one-ton bull, bleeding from being gored to death. There was no use saying that he wasn’t upset. He was, and now–he didn’t know what to say. “Okay, that’s got it.” He affixed the tape over the medicated gauze he’d placed over the angry scrape.

Lennon sat there in her bra, the red long-johns pooled at her waist. “Thank you.” He’d said they were going to make love. Had he changed his mind? “Dallas?”

Dallas put the first aid kit back together. His breathing was evening out; his fingers had quit shaking. Trying to explain how he felt would be hard, he didn’t know if he could do it. Well, if he couldn’t communicate to her with words–he knew another way. His cock was hard and he needed to reaffirm life–celebrate the fact that they were both alive and well. “I need you, Lennon. I need to be inside of you more than I need to breathe.”

“I’m here. I didn’t mean to upset you, I’m just used to taking care of myself,” she whispered, perplexed by his stance. He looked tense enough to break.

Whipping around, he stalked up to her, lifting her face with a finger beneath her chin. “It’s my fuckin’ job to protect you. I’ve felt your body quiver at my touch. For the duration of our time together–you are mine! Clear?”

His impassioned words surprised her. Lennon wanted to ask how long the duration would be, but she couldn’t. She didn’t want to know. “I’m very grateful to you.”

Even after she’d agreed, he wasn’t through. “I’m a Ranger, Lennon, a damn Texas Ranger.”

“I know.” Her tone soft, she reached out to touch his hand, seeking to calm him. She didn’t understand it, she didn’t know what it meant–but she mattered to him and Lennon wanted to enjoy that miracle as long as it lasted. “Do you want to make love to me now?”

Dallas swallowed hard.

Before he could answer, she stood, turning her back to him. After slipping off her boots, she pulled the comedic long-johns down and off. “You are so damn sexy, Lennon.” Behind her, Dallas audibly growled.

This wasn’t the first time he’d flattered her and Lennon knew no more what to do with the compliment now that she had the first time he’d given her one. The idea that she could entice a man with any part of her was almost unbelievable–and yet, Dallas held nothing back. He said incredible things to her and his praise made her brave. Lifting her hair, she pulled it forward, then unhooked her bra, taking it off and tossing the garment over her shoulder. Again, she heard him growl. Hooking her thumbs in her panties, she wiggled her bottom as enticingly as she could, teasing him as best she knew how. This time, she heard him groan as he tore the clothes from his body. She could hear them hitting the floor. Lennon smiled to herself. Pleasing him was addictive.

Coming up right behind her, he replaced her hands with his own. “I love the way you’re made. I could play with your body, take pleasure it in for the rest of my life and never get enough.” Going to his knees, he eased her panties down with his teeth.

Lennon tensed, not sure what he was about to do. Soon she was shivering, for every inch he revealed, he gave her a nibble, a lick, or a bite. “Dallas…” she whimpered as his long thick fingers found a very sensitive spot deep within her. She tried to be still, but she couldn’t. What he was doing just felt too good.

“I need you so,” he held her tight, removing his hand to wrap it around her waist. After kissing her in the small of her back, he pulled her down with him. “Touch me, Lennon.”

They were now kneeling face to face. He was magnificently naked, his manhood swollen with desire. She placed a hand on each shoulder and began to massage, her eyes closing in pleasure. Touching him was a tactile delight. “I’m here,” she whispered. “There’s nowhere I’d rather be.” With lips and fingers, she kissed and petted every inch of him she could reach. He closed his eyes as if in appreciation of her touch. “I love to feel you,” she spoke between kisses. Dallas had a chest to die for. Having learned from his example, she paid special attention to his pecs and nipples–tonguing the soft brown discs. Low moans of arousal told her she was doing something right.

“Lower baby, please for God’s sake, lower.”

It took her a couple of seconds to realize what he was asking. Lennon was so turned-on she could’ve screamed. Never had she felt like this before, she couldn’t be still. Even her sex was clenching and unclenching in pure lust. “I’ve never done this before.”

Dallas shuddered with desperation. “You don’t have to…”

“I want to,” Lennon quickly corrected him. Sitting back a bit, she enclosed his sizeable erection in her trembling hands. She was surprised it actually throbbed in her palms. “So big and hard,” she muttered as she rubbed him up and down–long strokes, moving her palm over the large purple head, using the milky pearl beading on the end to ease her way. “I love this,” she said, using one hand to excitedly milk his dick with pulls and twists while she teased his balls with the other. “Is this right?”

“God, yes,” he groaned, sucking in his breath. The combination of her sexiness with her eager innocence drove him mad. His balls were big and tight. “I’ll be in your debt forever if you’ll put your mouth on me. Please.”

“Don’t beg, you never have to.” When she lowered her face, he clasped her head in both hands. For just a heartbeat, she pressed her mouth to the side of his shaft. He was so alive and he made her feel vibrant and necessary. “If I do something wrong, stop me.” Inhaling sharply, she set out to make him feel as good as she possibly could. With just the tip of her tongue, she licked off the fresh pearl of pre-cum, then she opened her mouth and slid it over the bulging glans of the head like she was sucking on a big purple plum. Oh, this was good, she thought. Using her mouth and tongue, she sucked on the mushroom shaped knob until he threw back his head and moaned loudly.

“More, God, deeper,” he growled and she tried to accommodate him. Tipping her head back, she gave him more room to work. He took advantage, pushing further down her throat. Having something so big in her mouth felt strange, and she instinctively swallowed, which caused him to bellow with pleasure. When she felt him grow rigid, Lennon knew he was about to cum. In her own excitement, she tightened her lips around him, sucking as hard as she could. His response was to pull her hair, which made her clit pulse. Moving her mouth up and down, she pumped his cock feverishly. Her reward came when he cried out her name, filling her mouth with his seed.

Dallas was overcome. “You’re so sweet, so responsive.” When she swallowed and licked her lips, he realized he was still as hard as a rock. “Lie back, Lennon. I’m not through.”

Panting, Lennon did as he asked, feeling more than a tad embarrassed. She didn’t know why, though. Even if she wasn’t, Dallas made her feel beautiful.

“I love when you breathe hard, your tits jiggle. And the nipples…” He plumped her breasts together and rubbed his face over them.

Lennon didn’t know why she did it, but she poured out her heart. “I’ve always been embarrassed. They’re so small, and my nipples are huge…too big…”

“Too perfect,” he murmured as he tweaked and milked the tender tips.

“At the dance, that one time–when they played that trick on me…Colin shouted in front of everyone that I had no boobs.”

Dallas shook his head. “They were stupid. Lord have mercy, just look at you. You have the sexiest breasts I’ve ever seen. I fantasize about them all the time.” Shivers of excitement rippled over her body as he covered the small globes with his hands. “I can’t keep my hands off of you.” With hands and lips, he worshiped her breasts.

Soon, even his touches and kisses weren’t enough. Lennon needed more. She arched her back, pushing her breasts into his face, wordlessly asking for something she couldn’t enunciate. To give Dallas credit, he was giving her attention–it just wasn’t the kind of attention she wanted. “Please…please…”

“Please what?” he asked, completely enamored of the woman beneath him.

Lennon bit her lip, unused to asking for what she wanted.

“Please what, Lennon?” Dallas pressed. “Tell me what you want and I’ll give it to you if it’s in my power.

“Suck me, Dallas. Suck me hard.”

He smiled, a cocky grin, full of mischief. “See…that wasn’t so difficult.” Holding her gaze, he opened his mouth, then slowly lowered his head. When his lips closed over her nipple and he began that long smooth pull, her hips began dipping into the mattress with an erotic rhythm. Lennon grasped his head and began to massage his scalp, little grunts of pleasure bursting forth from her lips. Her noises of approval seemed to ignite something, and his tactic changed. Instead of just kissing, he grew wild–suckling at her breast, consuming, devouring, eating at her tender flesh until she flew apart, screaming his name. “Dallas, oh Dallas!”

Before she came down from her high, Dallas moved up her body enough that he could enter her in one smooth thrust, pushing his cock all the way to her womb. “Oh, my God!” she moaned, undulating with pleasure in his arms.

Dallas had never been wound so tight. He lifted her legs and spread her thighs wider, pumping in and out of her pussy. Every time he entered her, his body rubbed against her mound, stimulating her clit. He knew he was making Lennon feel good, her head thrashed from side to side and the sounds she was making just turned him inside out. Dallas tried to keep going, he wanted to. He wanted to give her every ounce of bliss he possibly could. Pistoning in and out of her, his eyes nearly crossed from the sheer ecstasy that being inside of her gave him. And then it hit him–his climax just crashed over him in a massive storm surge. “Come with me, Lennon. Come hard.”

His words, coupled with the loving, freed her and Lennon’s whole reality shimmered in wave after wave of spectacular pleasure. She clung to him, whispering over and over. “I love you. I love you. I love you.”

Dallas stiffened. He didn’t pull away. Her words shocked him. He didn’t know what to say. So instead of responding, he kissed her gently. He wasn’t even sure she knew she’d said them. Lennon was clinging to him with complete and utter trust. Dallas refused to do anything to take away from the perfection of the moment.

Lennon held him close, the thoughts going through her mind couldn’t be said out loud–not yet, anyway. She loved this man with her whole heart. And then it hit her–she’d forgotten again. “Oh, no, Dallas.”

“What?” he asked, completely sated.

“I’m so sorry, but we forgot a condom. Again.”

“Condom?” Dallas said the word as if he’d never heard it before. For the second time, Lennon jerked the rug from beneath his feet.

Looking at him, guilt was written all over her face. “I’m not on the pill and I never said anything about it. Every time we came together, I just wanted you so much that I couldn’t think of anything else. I didn’t do it on purpose.”

Dallas backed up. Feelings of joy clashed with feelings of abject terror. On one hand, he needed to get a breath and on the other, he was fascinated watching different emotions flash across her face. “Uh…” Good, Lord, he rubbed his hand over the top of his head. If he said that women always took care of this–what would that say about him? It wasn’t even really true in his case. He’d never dared leave something like this to chance. What was it about this woman? She’d not only stolen his breath; she’d robbed him of good sense. “This isn’t your fault–it’s mine.”

Fault? Lennon didn’t like to think of the possibility of a baby in those terms.

“Is there a possibility that you’re pregnant?”

Lennon could tell that this question was important to him. Why wouldn’t it be? She sat up, put her feet to the ground and began gathering her clothes. While her hands were busy, her mind was counting. “Things have been so crazy. Let me think.” A lot of things had happened. How could she not notice something so relevant as her period? They’d never been heavy; Lennon had always been able to go about her daily life without everything coming to a screeching halt. “I think I’m okay.” Really, she said that to wipe the concern off of his face, not because she was convinced of any particular truth.

Dallas followed her example, redressing. He’d just had the most fantastic sex of his life and he wasn’t thinking clearly. “Okay. You’ll let me know, right?” What would she do if he told her the truth? Would she still want his baby or would she want to get rid of it like his wife had?

Let him know. Let him know. “Of course.” What he was saying was that he wouldn’t be around. For a few minutes, she couldn’t breathe. What were they doing? She’d read how certain moments in life crystallize and become bigger–giant bubbles of emotion that seem to drag endlessly so that seconds become hours, impressions become reality. Such was this. Lennon felt conflicted. She was so used to feeling less–feeling unworthy–that the idea of fighting for someone’s love was alien to her. But there would never be another Dallas. This was her chance. Her happiness hung in the balance.

At that moment, Lennon decided she would fight for the possibility of a future with the man she loved. “Don’t worry, we’ll use a condom next time.” Slipping on her shoes, she moved on to something else. “When you found me at the rodeo, were you coming to tell me something? Did you capture the person responsible?”

The abrupt change of subject almost threw Dallas. He was still hung up on the word ‘pregnant’ and the earthquake of ramifications it introduced. “Uh…” He’d been saying that a lot lately. Taking a deep breath, he dry-scrubbed his face. “Howard Keel, the deputy, he didn’t work alone. I can’t be certain who his accomplice was. My theory about Daniels seems to be wrong, at least I haven’t been able to substantiate it yet. Keel is still being interrogated. We’re getting court orders to find out what the geology reports say about your land. I still think this is about more than cattle. When we find out that fact, maybe we can figure out who’s putting the pressure on you.”

“Keel…” She shook her head. “He works for Colin.” She didn’t say anything more than that. Lennon didn’t know any more than that–all she knew was that Colin had hated her for years. Did he hate her enough to kill her?

“I promise you that we’ll get to the bottom of this.” Thank God, they were some distance from the ranch. The drive would give him time to think.


Chapter Seven
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Lennon’s head hurt. She hadn’t slept, she couldn’t rest. When she and Dallas had parted, she’d explained to him that she wouldn’t be going home–not yet. “I’m going to the sale barn and watch the auction. I left my trailer there yesterday. My sheep should sell early. I’ll either get a room or sleep in the truck outside the sale barn.”

“Get a room,” he said sternly. When she nodded mutely, he continued. “I guess you’ll be heading to the bank after that to make the payment.”

He was concerned, she could tell. As the thought popped in her head, another notion came to mind that she was being silly. “I’m going to drop by First Bank and Trust and give them what I have, but it won’t be enough. I didn’t hang around long enough last night to get paid – obviously.” Lennon didn’t meet his gaze. “The rodeo association will have to mail a check to me. I have another gig in a few days, then I can pay the rest. Hopefully, they’ll understand.”

“No.” Slicing his hand through the air. “I don’t want you to risk yourself. It’s stupid.”

Lennon didn’t argue with him. There was no use. She didn’t have a choice. She told Dallas she’d see him at the ranch when she was finished. He tried to talk her into riding with him, leaving her vehicle and them getting it later. “I need my truck and so do you. I’ll be fine.” He’d pulled her close and kissed her. Lennon had squeezed him, wishing she had the courage to tell him how she felt.

Parking in front of the small brick building that housed the branch bank, she got out to eat humble pie. At the entrance, she stopped to straighten her clothes, wishing she’d worn a dress. Catching a glimpse of herself in the glass doors, she frowned. She looked a mess. Even from the outside she could see the women–some of them clerks, some secretaries, some loan officers, a few customers–many of them she’d known in school. All of them looking chic, sharp and attractive. And she looked like a hayseed.

“Oh, well. Here goes.” With a deep breath, she pushed open the heavy glass door and entered. Lennon stood there a moment before someone noticed her. Even then, they made her wait, shifting from one foot to the other. Finally– “Miss Haley, Mr. Hartman will see you now.”

Lennon followed the pretty lady to a corner office and took the seat offered. The man behind the desk was scribbling on a piece of paper. He finished before he raised his eyes to meet hers. “Ah, Miss Haley, how may I help you?”

Lennon would have thought that was obvious. Surely they didn’t have so many customers that they couldn’t remember the dun letters they’d sent out when someone was behind on a loan. “I’ve come to make a payment, a partial payment.” Mr. Hartman frowned. Lennon wondered why. He looked confused. She dug in her pocket and brought out the check from the auction barn. “I have a check here to give you part of the money I owe. I don’t have it all, but this will help.” She laid the check in front of him.

He picked it up, glanced at it, then handed it back. “I’m sorry. I can certainly accept this toward your next payment which is due in…” Mr. Hartman glanced at the calendar, “three weeks, but right now your note is up to date.”

“How?” She couldn’t imagine. “There must be some mistake.”

“No.” He shook his head. “A Mr. Dallas McClain came in and made full payment first thing this morning.”

After she was back on the road, Lennon couldn’t remember what she’d said to the banker. She couldn’t even remember walking to her truck. Dallas had paid her note? She didn’t know whether to be thrilled or angry.

Lennon settled on angry. He wasn’t playing fair.

As she drove underneath the Apache Springs sign over the gate, Lennon could see several vehicles. One of them belonged to Dallas and two she didn’t recognize. She’d phoned Marge Glover first thing this morning to check on Sally. Oh, how she missed that little girl! She couldn’t wait until things got back to normal and whoever was messing with her life was behind bars. The only hitch–and it was a huge one–was whether she’d ever see Dallas McClain again. Lennon was betting heavily that she would–the risk she was running could break her heart.

Parking alongside the truck that belonged to Dallas, she gathered her things and climbed from the cab. For a few seconds she just stood there, her eyes surveying the horizon, straining to see any sign of trouble. Was Dallas right? Did Keel have an accomplice? Was it Colin? What possible motive could he have?

Shivering a little bit at the possibilities, she walked the few steps to the lodge door. When she pulled it open, she could hear men talking excitedly.

“If this is true, it could change everything!” George was shouting.

“Look at the report, it’s in black and white.” Dallas said calmly.

“Why wasn’t she told?”

Lennon moved closer. The last question was asked by one of the other rangers. She strained to hear the answer Dallas would give.

“I don’t know. The clerk at the courthouse said the report was on file. Apparently someone decided to hide the truth from Lennon.”

“What truth?” she asked entering the room.

All of the men stopped to look at her. A shadow passed over Dallas’ face. Lennon couldn’t help but wonder if it were because of the possibility she’d found out about the bank note or maybe it was the possibility she might be pregnant.

He cleared his throat and handed her a piece of paper. “You told me about the man from the university who came to take soil samples.” Lennon nodded. “These are the results.” He pointed at a column of figures and a typewritten paragraph. “There are minerals on your land. The same minerals that are on Round Top, only your land contains a higher concentration of them.”

“Are they valuable?” She said the words slowly.

“Extremely.”

Lennon had to find a place to sit down.

“Do you feel well? Do you need a drink of water? Are you nauseous?”

Dallas fired questions at her so fast that she became dizzier than she was already. “I’m fine, just stunned. Do you know any more about who helped Keel? Who shot at us?”

“No, but we did find some spent shells and a pair of wire cutters. We’re running them for fingerprints. We should have word soon.” This answer was given by Chance. Dallas had left and was only now returning with water for her.

“Thank you.” She accepted the glass and took a sip. Holding his gaze, she spoke quietly. “Could I speak to you, in private?”

“Of course. Just one moment,” he held up a finger to indicate he wouldn’t be long. Conferring for a moment with the other rangers, they left to take up their posts.

“I’d like to talk to you, Lennon.” George inserted. “When you have time, that is.”

“I won’t be but a minute.” She gave her elderly friend a quick hug.

“I spoke to Sally this morning. She misses you.” George said, in an almost accusing tone.

Lennon frowned at him. “Is something wrong?”

“I’ll wait.” He raised his hand and waved to indicate she should carry on with her affairs.

“All right.” She glanced at Dallas and started toward her room, knowing he would follow. As soon as they were behind closed doors, she put her hands on her hips and stared at him. “You paid my note. Why? I told you I had it under control.”

Dallas pressed his lips together in a straight line. He took off his hat and held it, the fingers of his other hand stroking the gray felt. “Yes, I did. I couldn’t stand the thought of you putting yourself in danger with those damn bulls again.”

“I appreciate your concern,” she grabbed his hand, holding it in hers, “but I’m not your responsibility.” Lennon was almost daring him to argue with her. “Am I?”

Dallas felt as if all the oxygen was being sucked out of the air. “I’m not trying to make you my responsibility. I was trying to help. You are my…friend.”

Lennon had never hated the word friend before. “Okay. Yes, you’ve certainly been a friend.” God, she wished she were brave. “I’ll pay you back as soon as possible.”

“Hell,” Dallas waved his hat in the air, “you’re going to have enough money to do whatever you want to.”

Lennon wasn’t sure about that fact. “I don’t know anything about this. I don’t want to let some mining company come onto my land and dig it up until its unrecognizable.”

“I’m sure there are ways around that,” Dallas muttered. “You need to get some expert advice.”

“I will,” she assured him, wishing he would help her. She really just wished he loved her. If he did, nothing in the world would ever worry her again. “I’m appreciative, truly.” Lennon stepped closer until she was near enough to press a gentle kiss to his cheek.

“Are you going to take a pregnancy test?” Dallas couldn’t help but ask. Thoughts of Carly and their little boy had been bombarding his mind. If Lennon were pregnant…that would change everything.

She shook her head. “I didn’t think to stop and get one. I will, soon,” she promised. The look on his face reminded her of what he’d been through. “Don’t worry. I would never harm my baby.” Lennon couldn’t tell if her words brought him comfort or not, for he hurriedly took his leave.

“I’ll check back in after a while,” he said on the way out the door.

Lennon didn’t get a breather. As soon as he was gone, George tapped on the door.

“Come in,” she smiled, but her greeting wasn’t returned. “What’s wrong?”

George took off his striped cap. “I’m moving out,” he stated flatly.

“You’re what?” Lennon gasped. “Why? I don’t want you to move out!”

He tapped his cane impatiently against the floor. “I can’t stand by and watch you get your heart broken. That man is going to walk away from you…and you’ve…” He cut off the words as if they were distasteful.

“Are you upset because I slept with him?” Lennon asked with disbelief. “George, I’m twenty-six years old. What prospects do I have? Where am I going? Do you resent me having even a little bit of happiness?” She did not want to talk sex with this man. She loved him, but she just couldn’t do it.

“No, I’m not upset. You’re like a daughter to me,” he spoke low, just above a whisper. “With me here, you’ll never leave. You won’t walk away from the ranch. You could marry Dallas, take Sally and go live with him.”

“Dallas hasn’t asked me to marry him, George. I don’t think he will. I’m not exactly the kind of woman men want to give up their freedom for,” she answered as honestly as she could. “And if he did, who’s to say we wouldn’t live here?”

“You’re a catch in anybody’s book, even without the ranch. But I’m not going to argue with you, I’m in the way, and that’s that,” he turned. “I’ve already called Shady Hills and they have a room waiting for me. I’m headed over to the house to pack my gear.”

“Wait!” she demanded. There was no way she was going to let George leave their home. “I’m not through talking.”

Buzz! Buzz!

“Dammit!” Lennon reached for her phone. “George, wait!” she called, even as she lifted the phone to her ear. “Hello?”

“Ms. Haley?”

“Yes.”

“This is Rooster Daniels. Do you remember me?”

Lennon didn’t have time for this. “Yes, I do. I still don’t want to sell my land. I know about the minerals, Mr. Daniels.”

Rooster laughed. “I heard the Ranger got his hands on the report,” he sighed. “Ah well, all’s fair in love, war and business. That’s my motto. But since you know, I’m changing my offer. I want to go into business with you. Partners.”

The number he whispered in Lennon’s ear was astronomical. She swayed on her feet. “Are you serious?”

“I am. When can we talk?”

Lennon felt herself begin to tremble. “I don’t know. I’m in the middle of some things.”

“That’s fine. Do you have my number?”

“I have caller ID,” she said, still unsteady on her feet.

“Good. I’ll be waiting for your call. I think we can come to some mutually agreeable terms.”

As she ended the call, Lennon was flabbergasted. She still couldn’t believe the amount of money he had offered. Oh well–she had more important things to worry about.

George.

Throwing her phone down, she ran out to follow him. Her mind was so full of everything that had happened, she wasn’t paying close attention. A noise in front of her–a crackling–made her look up. When she did, she saw Colin Ferguson coming out the front door of her house with a gas can in his hand. “Oh, no!” she screamed. “George!”

When she yelled, Colin saw her. Instead of running away, a look of hatred came over his face and he ran right at her. The same rush of adrenaline swept over her as when the bulls would charge at her. The only difference was that the animals were scared and this man was undoubtedly crazy. “Lennon Haley, you’re an ugly little bitch. If I can’t run you off your land, I’ll just kill you. My uncle is on the Board at the bank. After you’re dead, the land will revert to the bank and then I get it.”

“You know about the minerals,” she said simply. “You’ve known about them all along.” He grabbed Lennon by the hair of the head, dragging her toward the house. The nearer they drew, the more distinctly she could smell smoke. “You set my house on fire! George!” she screamed as loudly as she could.

“Yes, I knew. The geologist at the university is a friend of mine. I also want to get my hands on those springs. They’re wasted with you; you don’t know how to handle a ranch like this. I’ll make something of this place. Everyone will think you set it on fire for the insurance.”

“No, they won’t. I don’t have any insurance. And I can make something out of the place now, Colin. Rooster Daniels offered me a fortune to become partners with him.” Even as she argued, Lennon struggled to get away. “George!” she screamed again.

“Shut your fuckin’ mouth.” He slapped her hard. “I’ll go into business with Daniels. He won’t care who it is, not as long as he gets access to those minerals.”

Lennon tried to go limp, she tried to drag her feet. “Dallas!” she screamed. Where was he? Could he hear her?

Colin pulled open the door and flung Lennon inside. Flames were on every hand. He’d doused the curtains with gasoline. “Oh, my God, no. George!” Smoke was already too thick to be able to breathe very well.

“Shut up, you little dyke!” He hit her again. “No one is going to come to your rescue. The old man is either dead or knocked out. I hit him with the butt of my gun. And the rangers are all out by the road. They didn’t see me. I came from the opposite direction. The gap was cut just to fool you. I’ve had a boat in the river all along. No one ever thought to watch the border.” With that explanation, he drew back the gun and brought the end of it hard against her temple.

Stars exploded in Lennon’s brain and she felt herself go down. The temperature of the room was growing with every beat of her heart. “Don’t do this, Colin. Please.”

“It’s already done,” he snarled. “I’ve hated you from the first moment I laid eyes on you. Each time you smiled at me, I wanted to throw up. You had all of this land, and you were too stupid to know what to do with it. You don’t deserve it.”

Lennon tried to roll out of the way, but the steel toe of Colin’s boot caught her in the ribs. “At least save George, please,” she begged.

“He’s old, it’s time for him to die.” Colin dragged her up and hauled her across the room. When Lennon realized he was going to lock her in the hall closet, she panicked. “No, no! You’ll pay for this, Colin. Dallas will arrest you.”

“Oh, your Ranger won’t live to see the sunrise. I’m going to lay in wait for him to see this fire and I’m going to put a bullet between his eyes.”

As he dragged her across the room, Lennon spied the fireplace poker. She reached her arm out as far as she could and grasped onto it. When Colin opened the closet door and was about to throw her in, she brought the heavy metal object down on his head as hard as she could. Lennon screamed as blood bloomed on his head. God, she’d killed him. She threw the poker down and looked at the blood spatter on her shirt.

Tears streaming down her face, she ran back to George’s room. The heat was so intense and the smoke was so thick, she became afraid she’d pass out before finding him. Fighting her way into the room, she located George on the floor. Kneeling at his side, she shook him. “George! George! Wake up! We’ve got to get out of here!”

Nothing.

Feeling sick, gasping for breath, Lennon tried to pull on George’s arms, but he was too heavy. She just didn’t have the strength. Realizing she had to go for help, Lennon ran to the front, throwing open the door. By that time, her voice was so hoarse from the smoke, she could barely speak. “Dallas!” she gasped and coughed.

On the other side of the barn, Dallas had just finished feeding the chickens. He’d even brought the little rooster a piece of bread, trying to entice him to eat. Next, he intended to feed the sheep. Whatever burden he could take off of Lennon for the short time he’d be here, he wanted to do it. As soon as he got the report back on the fingerprints, they’d be able to go after the real culprit. After that, he’d be going home. Unless…

“Dallas!” He thought he heard someone yell. Being still, he listened again. Had it been his imagination? The voice had sounded like Lennon’s. Not willing to take a chance, he threw down the bucket and ran out into the yard. Smoke was billowing from the house and Lennon was on her knees near the front door, covered in soot. “Oh, Jesus, a fire! Lennon!” He ran to her. “What happened?”

She coughed, trying to tell him. “George is in his room. Unconscious. Colin Ferguson is in there too. He started the fire!”

“You stay right here!” he demanded. “I’ll be back.”

Grabbing a handkerchief from his back pocket, Dallas held it over his face and went in. He bypassed Ferguson, wondering if Lennon had cold-cocked him. Good for her, he thought. Running to the back, he bowed his head to the smoke, trying to keep his breath. All of his training as a member of the VFD came to mind. He hunkered down, knowing there would be more oxygen closer to the floor. If only he had one of the breathing apparatus, this wouldn’t be so fuckin dangerous. In a few moments, he had George and was carrying him to safety. When he reached the front door, the fresh air hit him like a welcome mountain breeze. “Here, Lennon. Call the ambulance.”

“I’ve already called the ambulance and the fire department.” She knelt by George, feeling for his pulse. “Are you okay?” she searched his face.

“I’m fine. I’m going back after Ferguson.”

Lennon wanted to scream for him not to, but she knew Dallas wasn’t the kind of man who could stand by and watch another man burn up if he could help it. “Be careful, please,” she cautioned him.

George was alive. Lennon soothed his forehead. “Wake up, George, please. Help will arrive in a moment.”

A sharp cracking noise sounded over the roar of the fire. Lennon jumped up, trying to ascertain what was happening. A loud crash made her heart jump in her throat. Part of the roof had collapsed. Not hesitating a moment, she flung open the door and reentered the house. She knew Dallas should be right near the door. What she saw horrified her. Colin Ferguson was on his feet and he and Dallas were fighting. Flames were roaring all around them, and the two men were fighting! “Dallas!” she cried out his name.

Her voice caused Dallas to look toward her and when he did, Colin grabbed the same poker she’d hit him with and cracked Dallas across the back of the neck, taking him to his knees. “No!” she yelled.

Ferguson threw down the poker. “You two deserve to die together. I’m getting out of here!” As he ran by, he pushed Lennon as hard as he could and she stumbled to one side, almost falling into a wall of flame.

“Dallas!” she called, righting herself. She had to get him out of here. If she didn’t, he would burn alive. There was so little time, Lennon could hear the roof creaking. In desperation, she saw a path free to the kitchen and she ran to retrieve a couple of dish towels, wetting them in the sink. Stumbling back through the smoke, she came to Dallas, holding the wet cloth over his face. She wanted him to breathe through it and hoped the cool wetness would awaken him. Desperately she held the wet rag to her own face, letting the damp cloth serve as a filter. “Dallas, please, baby. Wake up.” Throwing down the rag, she used every ounce of her strength to try and move him. Her fear was spiked to an unreal level and the adrenaline rush it produced was just enough to budge him. Fighting for every inch, she managed to move him a few feet. Overhead, another board cracked and Lennon expected for the structure to collapse on top of them any minute.

“Please, please, please,” she prayed, struggling to pull him just a little bit farther. She glanced backwards and saw she only had a few more feet to go. Dizzy and lightheaded from inhaling the smoke, she tugged and tugged, her breath coming in coughs and gasps. Finally, she reached the door. With one final bit of strength, she threw the door open. The sudden influx of oxygen caused the nearby flames to billow. Lennon felt her hair and skin begin to singe. “No! Dallas!” She refused to give up, pulling him the last few feet to safety. Once she got him out–Lennon collapsed into an exhausted heap.
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Outside her hospital room door, Dallas paced. He couldn’t wrap his head around it–Lennon had saved his life. How could this woman be so different? Carly had destroyed life and Lennon fought for it–for him. When the doctor emerged, Dallas was in his face. “How is she?”

The doctor looked up from his i-Pad. “She was lucky. Very few burns and abrasions and her lungs aren’t too badly damaged.”

“How about the baby? Did you check to see if she was pregnant?” Dallas held his breath.

“She’s not. The blood test showed no signs of a pregnancy.”

Dallas didn’t know if that was good news or not. He’d half hoped there was a reason…an excuse. Rubbing his eyes, he tried to think.

“You can go in and see her now, if you’d like.”

Dallas didn’t hesitate. When he entered the hospital, he was struck by how small and fragile she seemed. But looks were deceiving, he knew she was fierce–brave–one of the strongest people he’d ever known. He went to her side, placing his hand over her small one. “Lennon?” He couldn’t resist, he bent his head to kiss her one last time. Gently. Tenderly. He savored the taste of her lips, he wanted to remember it forever.

She stirred, trying to open her eyes. Everything hurt. “Dallas?” she whispered hoarsely.

“I’m here.” He squeezed her hand. “Everything’s fine. Colin’s in jail. George is in the next room, he’ll be okay. I called and checked on Sally. Hiram and Marge will have her here tonight. Now, I have to drive to Austin to file these reports.”

Dread seared Lennon’s heart almost as hot as the flames she’d faced. “When are you coming back?”

Dallas shook his head, knowing a clean break was for the best–for both of them. “I don’t know. There’s a lot of loose ends to tie up.” Trying to offer her assurance, he explained. “The doctor says you’ll be fine. And you’re not pregnant, I had him check.”

Despite the redness of her skin from exposure to the heat of the fire, Lennon felt herself blushing. “You told him I might be pregnant?”

“I didn’t have a choice. If you were pregnant, we needed to make sure the baby was safe.”

Lennon knew he was right. She closed her eyes. This was the type of news that would leak out. The idea that Lennon could’ve been pregnant would be a source of levity for anyone who knew her when they heard. Especially when they found out that Dallas hadn’t stuck around. She clutched the sheet with her fingers, God, she was scared. It was as if everything important to her was slipping through her fingers. “Don’t go. Please,” she whispered. The words just erupted from her lips. Desperation made her weak. “Stay with me, Dallas. I love you. Sally loves you. George loves you. Everything I have, I’ll give it to you. The ranch is worth something now.”

Her offer almost angered Dallas. “I don’t want the ranch!” What kind of person did she think he was? For a brief flash of time, he considered telling her who he was–what he was–why she should be relieved that she wasn’t pregnant. Why she’d never want to wear his name–never want to bear his child. But he couldn’t–the words just froze in his throat.

The vehement way he responded to her offer said it all. He didn’t want her and the ranch wasn’t enough added incentive to make him stay. “Oh. I see.”

Dallas didn’t think she saw anything. “Look, I’ll call you and let you know what’s going on.”

Lennon was very near tears. When he framed her face and kissed her, she wanted to grab onto him and never let him go. Was this goodbye? She wouldn’t beg him any more than she already had. Her bargaining chips were few. She’d just offered the most valuable thing she possessed and he’d turned her down flat. “Thank you, Dallas. For everything. I’ll never forget you.”

Dallas laughed harshly. “No, that’s my line. You saved my life. You almost died–for me.” This was still unbelievable to him. “For that, I’ll always owe you. More than I could ever repay.” Torn by emotion he didn’t know how to handle, Dallas backed out of the room. “Marge will be here to see after you and I’ll call tonight and check on you all.” She looked so small and lost against the white hospital sheets. It was all Dallas could do to keep from jerking her up and taking her home. God, how he wished he had the right.

“I’ll send you the money I owe you as soon as I can.” He shook his head, but she continued to speak. “I don’t want you to go, Dallas. But all I can think about is how lucky I am to have loved someone so much that it makes saying goodbye so hard.” Her voice broke. “If you change your mind, I’ll be here. I’ll be waiting.” She thought he’d say more, but he didn’t. With a raised hand and a long look, Dallas McClain was gone. Lennon covered her eyes and cried until there were no tears left.

Heading out of the hospital, Dallas passed by the small gift shop. A framed picture caught his eye. The scripture in Corinthians was painted on a dark ocean background, the same Love Lessons that were embroidered on the tapestry hanging on Lennon’s wall. He stopped to read them through a blur of tears. He was struck by how every word described Lennon. He’d come here with no belief in love left in his heart–a loner–a man with only a star and a gun and she’d shown him what true love could mean–if only he deserved it.

He wasn’t worthy. He should never risk loving again. Yet, he had no idea how he’d ever live without Lennon. This was the dilemma Dallas faced. Was he still the broken shell of a man who had lost his wife and child? How could he overcome the stigma of his childhood and the blood that ran through his veins? As he walked to his truck and out of Lennon’s life, he dreamed an impossible dream – building a new life with someone who would never betray him.

Somehow he had to find the answers to those questions or he’d never find any peace.
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“I’m so glad to be home, Lenny!” Sally hugged her hard and Lennon hugged her back, clinging to the little girl like a lifeline.

On her knees, she buried her face in the softness of Sally’s golden curls and tried to hold back her tears. “I’m so glad you’re back.”

Since she and George had been released from the hospital he hadn’t said any more about leaving. Trying to explain to him about Dallas was hard enough. The old man had actually thought the Ranger would want her to leave Apache Springs to marry him and live in Austin. The secret Lennon harbored in her heart was that she would’ve gone–gladly–in a heartbeat. Yes, this was her home, but Dallas owned her heart. Only, he didn’t want her. She just wasn’t enough.

News from Dallas had been sparse. He’d called to inform her that they’d gotten a complete confession from Colin and her cattle had been found safe and sound. Yesterday, two semis had pulled up in her drive with her animals.

Rooster Daniels had come over to pay her a visit and George had grilled him, insisting that Lennon hire a lawyer to look over the proposal. This had pleased Daniels and after some negotiation, Lennon found herself to be a very wealthy woman. It was no surprise to her to find out that the old saying ‘money can’t buy happiness’ was the gospel truth.

At least now, she could pay Dallas back the money she owed him. “Sally, sweetheart, why don’t you go get settled in your room and unpack the bag you brought from Mr. Hiram and Ms. Marge’s house.”

“Okay, Lenny.” She skipped off and Lennon braced herself on the cabinet, trying to find the strength to make a phone call she both dreaded and craved.
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“Here you go, I hope you’re happy here.” Dallas handed Sonia the keys to his apartment.

The beautiful blonde gave him a kiss on his cheek. “Oh, I will be. I’ll be glad to sublet until we can get the lease transferred. I just can’t believe you’re leaving Austin to move out to the back of nowhere. This must be some lady you’ve fallen in love with.”

“She is.” Dallas had spent the last couple of weeks fighting a war with himself. He’d finally broken down and told his friend Sonia the whole ugly story. To his surprise, she’d given him a hug and told him he was off his rocker.

“Dallas McClain, you’re a fine man. Your mother sounds like she had a great heart. People who would hold the details of your birth and childhood against you aren’t worth their salt. If you’re depriving yourself and the woman you love of happiness because of this–you’re making a horrible mistake.”

He’d listened, but it hadn’t been automatic. Dallas had walked the riverside near his apartment, he’d debated every point, rehearsed what he would say to Lennon. He had to be absolutely honest, hiding things from people only gave opportunity for the lies of omission to fester into an incurable cancer. One day, he’d even driven to the pauper’s cemetery in Dallas, walking the narrow aisles formed by the cheapest headstones money could buy. At least, the poor folks interred here had headstones now, even if there was no way to know who was who. It was only after the real estate fiasco that their fate had come to light.

Dallas took the memories he had of his mother out of the corner of his mind where they’d been secretly stored away. He’d knelt under a tree and just talked to her, asking forgiveness for being ashamed of who she was and the love she’d shown him. Cruel people with narrow minds and hard hearts had nearly ruined his life, making him afraid to reveal himself, to allow someone to see and know the real William Walter ‘Dallas’ McClain.

Well, no more. “Thank-you, Sonia, for being my friend. I’ll be in touch and I hope you’ll meet Lennon someday.”

Sonia laughed. “I don’t think that’s a good idea. We women tend to be jealous types, especially when it concerns a hunk like you.”

Dallas didn’t know about that, but he did know he was anxious to get on the road. He patted the duffle that he’d hastily packed. “I’ll send for the rest of my things. Okay?” A frown came to his face. “She might not want me,” he told Sonia gravely. “She could’ve changed her mind.”

Sonia laughed heartily. “I doubt that. The woman you described to me had a good head on her shoulders. She knows quality when she sees it, and you, Mr. McClain are Grade A Prime.” She gave him a farewell pat on his shoulder. “Haven’t you told her you’re coming?”

“No.” He was too nervous. “I’ll call her when I’m farther down the road.”

Sonia stood at the door and watched Dallas McClain leave. He had a spring to his step that she hadn’t seen in a long time–if ever. With a contented sigh, she shut the door, then noticed his phone lying on the bar. Grabbing it, she rushed outside only to see his taillights pulling onto the highway. “Oh well, he can pick it up when he’s back in town.”

A few hours later, Lennon closed her bedroom door and went to sit on the bed. She was trembling all over. This was the hardest call she’d ever had to place. Twice she had to start over, because she’d hit the wrong buttons. At last, she could hear ringing.

“Hello?”

Hearing a woman’s voice answering Dallas’ phone made Lennon mute.

“Hello? Who is this?”

Clearing her throat, she asked. “Is Dallas there? May I speak to him?”

“No, he’s not here. What…?”

Lennon couldn’t stand it. She ended the call, slamming the phone down on the bed. God, she felt stupid. He was with another woman. Shaking her head, she pressed a hand to her chest to keep her pounding heart from breaking through the skin. “Dallas. It’s over… he wasn’t there…” She said the words as if she were trying to convince herself to give up on her dreams.

“No, because I’m here. I couldn’t stay away from you.”

The sudden unexpected beloved voice caused Lennon to spring from the bed. “Dallas!” She stood her ground, afraid to assume anything. “What are you doing here? I have your money. I was calling to ask where to send it.”

Dallas drank her up with his eyes. He’d missed her so much. When George let him in a few minutes ago, he’d thought he was going to have a fight on his hands. But the old man had been glad to see him. “I’d wondered how long it was going to take for you to come to your senses.”

“I’m not here for the money, Lennon.” Dallas moved a step closer. “I’m not interested in your land. I don’t covet your ranch.”

Lennon shook her head. “Of course not. I shouldn’t have ever said such a thing. It was an insult to you.” She hiccupped a sob, keeping it inside. “What do you want?” Almost afraid to ask, she knew she’d give him anything he wanted.

“I only want one thing.” He gave her a smile, his eyes dark with what looked like longing.

“Tell me. If it’s in my power, it’s yours.” She repeated his own offer to him.

Holding out his hand, he offered for her to take it. “I only want to make you happy. I want you and George and Sally. I laid eyes on you and nothing in my life has been the same.”

Lennon stared hard at him, making sure she wasn’t misinterpreting what he was telling her. “Why?”

“Because of who you are,” he said simply. “You’re patient and kind. You don’t envy. You’re not self-seeking or easily angered.” He smiled at her. “You keep no record of wrongs done to you. You’re protective of who you love, trustful, and full of hope. Every minute we’ve been together, you’ve been teaching me the lessons of love.”

“I love you.” Lennon didn’t know what else to say. She took his hand, afraid to believe. “Does this mean you want me in your life?” Dallas went to his knees in front of her and Lennon didn’t know what to do other than to join him–so she did. “Why are we down here?”

Dallas raised her hand to his lips and kissed the palm. “Before I ask you to marry me…” He paused at her intake of breath. “I have to tell you the truth of who I am.”

“I know who you are,” Lennon whispered. “You’re my Dallas.” He wanted to marry her? Her heart was racing. She placed his hand over her heart and held it there.

“Wait.” He gave her a gentle kiss on the lips. “I need to say this. What I’m about to tell you is why Carly aborted our child. Why she intended to leave me. Why people have turned their back on me time and time again. Why I’ve hidden my past so carefully and deep that no one would ever know who I really am.”

“I know all I need to know,” Lennon tried to stop him with a finger over his mouth.

Dallas kissed it, then removed it so he could speak. “I need to tell you.” He swallowed, licked his lips, then began to speak. “I don’t know my father’s name or anything about him. My mother worked as a prostitute. We had no real home. She kept me with her, either shut in the bathroom or outside the motel room doors, when I grew older, while she sold herself for money. She named me William Walter McClain. The cops called me Dallas, because that’s the city we were in the day she was murdered by one of her Johns.”

Lennon couldn’t speak. Not because she was horrified, but because she loved him so much she couldn’t stand it.

When she didn’t say anything, Dallas hung his head. “I’m a fake. I have no idea whose blood runs through my veins. Any child we might have would be the grandchild of a prostitute.”

“Did she love you, your mother? Was she good to you?” The question broke Lennon’s heart to ask.

Dallas smiled sadly. “Oh, yes. She loved me. She was funny, she made me laugh all the time. I know she made some horrible decisions, but there were things in her life that tortured her.” He cleared his throat, fighting back tears. “I’m sad to say that I don’t know what they were. I remember her crying at night when she thought I was asleep. But my mother loved me. I have no doubt about that fact.”

Lennon didn’t hesitate. She launched herself into his arms and he caught her. “I love you so much, Dallas McClain. You are such a wonderful man. You’ve made something wonderful of your life and anyone who’d be lucky enough to share it will be blessed for eternity.”

Dallas clutched her to him so hard that Lennon could scarcely breathe. “So, you’ll marry me? You’ll let me be part of your family? I don’t want the ranch or the money. My job will always be enough to take care of us.”

“Oh yes, a thousand times yes,” Lennon peppered his face with kisses. “To be your wife will be the grandest thing in the world. I love you. We all love you. And anything we have, we’ll share. I wouldn’t have any of it without you. You saved us, Dallas.”

Dallas knew that wasn’t true. She had it backwards. “You saved me, Lennon. And not just from the fire. You saved me from a lifetime of loneliness.”

“It doesn’t matter who saved who, as long as we’re together.” She began to unbutton his shirt. “I’m just so grateful to be with you again.” As if seeing him for the first time, Lennon marveled at her man. “Just look at you.” She ran her hands over him, as he undressed for her. “The breadth of your shoulders, the sculpted perfection of your chest and arms.” She smiled, biting her lower lip and blushing a little. “You’ve got the greatest ass.” He groaned as she slipped her hand down his shorts. “And this mouth-watering hard cock makes me tremble in anticipation.”

“It’s all for you,” he muttered, his eyes closing at the wonder of her hands caressing him.

“And as wonderful as this is,” she squeezed him gently, “it’s not the best part.” When he gave her a questioning glance, she poured out her heart. “You are the man I’ve always dreamed of and longed for. You’re not only handsome, you’re good to me. I have no qualms placing Sally in your hands and bringing another child into this world. I know you’ll care and love all of us.” He grabbed her close and held her tight while she healed him with her words. “You are precious to me, Dallas. You’re my beloved, so dear to my heart that I’ll never be able to show you how much I love you if we’re together for a thousand years.”

“Let me show you how I feel,” he begged her as their hands clumsily clashed over the buttons, snaps, zippers and fabric that stood between them. At last–they were skin to skin and he drew her close, reacquainting himself with the swell of her breasts, the curves of her waist and hips, the soft, secret place between her thighs. “I’ve missed you so much.”

“Love me, Dallas,” she urged. “I’ve dreamed of you every night, relived every moment we were together.”

Dallas led her to the bed, guiding her down, her back cradled to his front. With one hand, he held her head, tilting it so he could drink from her lips. With the other hand, he worshiped her breasts, shaping and kneading, pulling and rolling her nipples until they were swollen with desire. Lennon’s breathing reflected her excitement and she couldn’t be still in his arms. Her hips pushed back against him time and time again, proving to him he was all she craved.

“I’ll never get tired of this, never,” he murmured as his hand slid down to fondle her femininity–her mons, her labia, finding the evidence of her desire, all just for him.

“Take me, please.” She tilted her bottom, spread her legs and invited him to make them one.

“Do you want me to use a condom?” he asked, willing to do whatever it took to make her comfortable.

“No. I want you and any babies you will give me.”

Her tremulous words were music to his ears. With a groan of hunger, Dallas filled her, his whole body rejoicing to be joined with her once more.

Lennon reached for his thigh, craving a connection, gasping with relief as he stretched her, completed her. Turning her head far enough to meet his kiss, she whispered, “Please, don’t ever leave me again.”

“Never,” he promised as he pumped into her, his hand teasing her clit–rubbing, petting–loving on her so good she almost forgot to breathe. Dallas buried his face in her hair, cherishing the privilege of running his hands all over her skin, of being buried to the hilt in her sweet body.

Lennon reveled at his touch. She’d missed him so much, never dreaming she would ever be in his arms again like this. “Harder, Dallas,” she whimpered.

Dallas let go. Holding her tight, he hammered his cock into her tight channel, impaling her over and over as he cherished her with his whole being. Lennon felt the excitement build. She rode the wave of passion with him, lost in the reality of his love. In–out–in–out–he pounded into her and the need within her magnified to the point that everything exploded in a white hot rush of liquid fire. Trembling in his arms, she felt him stiffen, slamming home one final time, his body molding to hers in a complete embrace. And then she felt it–the hot splash of his ejaculate inside of her. Lennon cherished each throb of his release inside of her–because he was here, he was home and he was hers.


Chapter Eight – Epilogue
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“Catch him, Sally!” Dallas laughed as his baby son tore across the yard after Tilly the pig, who now weighed in at approximately five hundred pounds.

Sally ran after Jeffery, wrapping her arms around him, both of them laughing with pure joy.

“I think he’s about to lose his diaper.” Lennon smiled indulgently.

“Hand him here,” George reached out to take the baby. “I’ll fix him up. That boy needs a bath. Sally, do you want to help?”

“Yea, I’ll get my no-tears shampoo.” She dashed up the steps behind George.

“Ah, I think we’re alone, Mrs. McClain,” Dallas drew his lovely wife down into his lap.

“Rare moments, but I live for them.” Kissing him full on the mouth, she celebrated their life overflowing with blessings. Everything she’d ever dreamed of had come true and more. The money in the bank was nice, but if she had to choose between it and the man in her arms–she’d choose him every time.

Rubbing his hand up and down her back, Dallas held her close. “Thank you for loving me.”

Lennon touched his face. “I’ll always need you.”

“Do you know that’s what Sally said the first day I came here? She said, Lenny needs me. George said it too. You make everyone in your world feel like they’re indispensable to your happiness.”

“I love our family, Dallas. But you are the one person I could never survive without.”

Dallas sighed, so happy he could barely comprehend it. “My God, you’re so beautiful you take my breath away.” He gave her another gentle kiss to seal all of their tomorrow’s. “I’m never letting you go.”

The End
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Chapter One
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Cain Whitfield wasn’t the sort of man who put much stock in premonitions or sixth sense. But the moment he’d first spotted the shy brunette through the window of the Prickly Pear Motel, he’d known trouble had arrived in Caldera.

His gaze had snagged on her ill-fitting clothing and her wildly curling hair. Not unusual, his noticing a stranger arriving in his little town. But the minute his dick twitched, he should have heeded the warning.

Yeah, he sure could pick ’em. Just like his ex, only Susan hadn’t burned down a cabin. She’d left his place cleaner than she’d managed to keep it the entire six months they’d been together. Hell, the woman hadn’t even left him a can of beans in the pantry when she’d walked out on their marriage. On a Monday. After he’d left for work. Via a note taped to the kitchen counter because she couldn’t put that into a U-Haul trailer.

Staring at the fire that lit the Texas night sky, he shook his head. The strobing lights of police and fire vehicles were no competition for the furious blaze. No simple kitchen fire or leaf pile run amok. It was going to be a long night.

The minute he’d gotten a call to come to a house fire out on Old Amity Road, he’d suspected the owner of the cabin, Mutt Owens, the father of his fellow deputy, Tank Owens, had finally committed arson, because the old ramshackle cabin hadn’t had a tenant in a couple of years.

That suspicion had been quickly squashed when he’d spied that same pretty brunette who had pricked his attention two nights earlier standing apart from the men surrounding the fire truck.

He spotted the sheriff, Josh Penske, also standing beside the fire crew, not that the firefighters could do much more than wet the grass surrounding the building. This far out of town they didn’t have a hydrant to hook up to. The water they carried on the pumper truck ensured the blaze didn’t set fire to the tall buffalo grass surrounding the clearing, and they were busy unrolling more hoses.

As he stood, more vehicles arrived—volunteer firefighters, among them Jeremiah McCord whose ranch butted up against this property. Jeremiah would be the first to arrive—he’d nearly lost his shirt the last time a fire swept across his ranch. The rancher gave Cain a nod then hurried to join the mostly volunteer crew beside the truck.

Chief Blake Thacker roamed around the cabin, carrying a portable water bladder used for prescribed burns and pointing his hose toward the ground to extinguish embers wherever they flew. His expression was drawn and harsh.

No one was paying much attention to the slender figure leaning against an older model Ford Taurus with Illinois plates, her shoulders hunched and her face mostly obscured by the fall of thick dark hair.

The first time he’d seen her, he’d known something was off. She’d been standing in front of the counter, filling out forms at the motel’s registration desk in clothes that didn’t fit well—too slouchy and mud-colored, when her pale skin and dark hair cried out for vibrant colors. That the clothing wasn’t hers was apparent. Her furtive glance out the window at his squad car had further piqued his interest. This time, not due to any attraction he’d initially felt, but because she’d looked scared.

But just as he’d decided to park next to the office and introduce himself to the newcomer in town, he’d gotten a call about a domestic disturbance, and after circling the parking lot, he’d left.

Until tonight, he hadn’t thought about her again.

What she was doing here was a mystery. But he knew she was somehow involved in this fire. And as he raised his nose to the air, he began adding up the charges—too pretty, too quiet, and by the way her gaze kept sweeping the clearing, still scared. And was that gas he smelled? Did they have another firebug in their midst?

Jeremiah McCord had gone and married their last arsonist. Something that still had most of the townsfolk shaking their heads. But maybe Jeremiah figured it was safer having Carly close to keep her out of trouble.

Cain blew out a breath and moved toward the group. The brunette was the sheriff’s problem now. He headed toward him.

As he approached, Josh tilted his head toward the cabin. “Went up too quick to be any accident. And the chief’s already confirmed use of an accelerant.” He pointed toward the porch, which was fully engulfed in flames. “Started there. Don’t think the woman set it. I found her crawling out of a window in the back. Nearly came out of her skin when I shouted.”

They both turned their gazes to the brunette who quickly averted hers.

“Something’s off about her,” Cain said, wondering if the sheriff had learned something. Not that anything but his professional curiosity was aroused. He cleared his throat.

Josh’s gaze didn’t stray from the woman who stood with her shoulders hunched and her arms wrapped over her chest. “I’m gonna stay here. The chief wants volunteers to spread out and walk the area into the woods with rakes and water pumps to make sure this thing doesn’t get any bigger than it is.”

He stiffened. Cain didn’t like where this discussion was leading.

“I’ll need you to take her back to the station to get her statement and see what she knows. Be sure to run the plates on that car—”

Cain cussed silently but didn’t bother arguing. “And I’ll see if she has any outstanding warrants…”

Josh gave him a quick grin and clapped his shoulder. “Figured you’d be the last man to be tempted by a pretty face.”

Cain narrowed his gaze, but otherwise didn’t rise to the jibe. A town like Caldera had no secrets, at least none that stayed buried long. His next door neighbor had made sure all his buddies at the diner knew exactly what had transpired when Susan left, down to the make and model of the pickup truck that pulled away with all his furniture and appliances, even his own clothing. Cain guessed it had made for a rip-roaring story since the smiles and pats of commiseration hadn’t stopped.

Yeah, he’d be the last man to let down his guard with a pretty brunette. But man, he did have a type. The woman who refused to meet his stare was everything he liked in one curvy little package—including that lost, lonely look. Shit.

He hitched up his belt, drew a deep breath, and headed toward her, noting the frantic way her gaze hit everything around him before, at last, widening and rising to meet his. She wore the same baggy, oversized blouse and slacks she had when she’d stood inside the motel office—an outfit his grandma might have worn. And she was barefoot. For some reason, that last fact made his stomach ache.

Damn, this close she had the face of an angel—if angels had dark, doe-like eyes, skin the color of fresh cream, and lips as plump and dark as ripe cherries. Firelight lent an illusion of intimacy…

Shit.

He reached for the brim of his hat and tipped it. “Ma’am.”

Her gaze went to the badge pinned to the pocket of his denim shirt. “Deputy.”

“I need you to accompany me to the station so I can take your statement.”

Her eyebrows drew closer. “We can’t do it here?”

“No, ma’am. That wouldn’t follow protocol.”

“And you always follow the rules?”

Her question came quick and with a touch of vinegar, which still didn’t lesson the sweetness of her honeyed voice. He liked a bit of tart with his sweet. Dammit. “Rules keep us all safe, ma’am.” He tilted his chin toward his squad car. “You can ride with me.”

She straightened. “I can drive myself.”

“Someone will bring your car along later,” he said, crossing his arms.

Her gaze whipped between the house and the car. “My things.”

What things? He glanced into the back, but it was empty. He raised an eyebrow.

The breath she blew out billowed her cheeks. “My purse is in the cabin.”

“Then it’s lost.”

“They didn’t even try to put out the fire.”

He glanced around the clearing. “You see a hydrant? A pond? They only carry about two thousand gallons of water. Not enough to put out that blaze. All they can do is let it burn and use their water to make sure they keep the grass around it from going up. Sorry about your things.”

Tears began to fill her eyes.

He mentally cussed himself for upsetting her, but there wasn’t a thing he could do. He waved a hand toward his car.

She stiffened her back, shoved her hands deep into her pants pockets and swept past him, walking swiftly toward his vehicle despite the fact she was walking over small stones.

Another twinge tightened his chest this time. Maybe his guard was up for all the wrong reasons. She might just be down on her luck. And now, she didn’t even have a pair of shoes.

She walked to the back passenger door of his car.

“You can ride up front,” he said, before he could stop himself.

Her head swung his way, and her gaze narrowed. “You breaking protocol now?”

“Should I consider you a suspect?”

She swallowed and shook her head.

“Then get up front.”

Maybe he’d spoken a little too harshly, and maybe his expression was tightening into a grim mask, but inside a minute she’d managed to get under his skin. Already, he was making excuses, painting scenarios where she was an innocent and needed his help, rather than being like the angel-faced vixen his ex-wife had turned out to be.

As he opened his door, preparing to climb inside, he caught the sheriff’s stare. Humor crimped his lips into a tight smile. Josh knew damn well how the mystery woman affected him.

Time to end the mystery. Once he was seated, he gave her a pointed stare. “Seatbelt?”

“Yes, of course.” She fumbled with the seatbelt, but with her left hand, held the lap band above her lap as she secured it.

The yard surrounding the cabin was now a parking lot filled with vehicles. Once he’d found a path through, he turned onto the main road and pointed his vehicle toward town. “What’s your name?”

“Carina.”

“Just Carina?” he asked, working to keep his tone polite when what he wanted was to shoot his questions like bullets.

“Carina Black.”

She said it a little too quickly, but he let it slide. “So, you rented from Mutt Owens?”

“From Bryan Owens, yes.”

Mutt must have been taken with the girl to have given her his birth name. “For how long?”

The light from his dash was bright enough he saw her head jerk his way. “Does that matter?”

“Don’t know.” He flashed her a quick, too polite smile. “Should it?”

“O-of course not. A week.”

“I’m surprised he was willing to rent it for so short a time. He’s been looking for a tenant for a long time.”

“He seemed happy enough to rent for one week.”

Mutt happy? Which meant she must have paid him enough to make him happy. “Tell me about the fire.”

She rubbed her hands together, and then placed them between her thighs. “I can’t tell you much. I woke up with smoke filling the bedroom in the back. I crawled to the door, keeping under the smoke and closed it, and then looked for something I could use to wrap around my arm.” She gave a small nervous laugh. “I had to break the window to climb out. I found a towel to do it, then laid a pillow over the window frame before I crawled out.”

Smart. And level-headed. “No cuts? Or scratches?”

“None.”

“You didn’t hear anything before you smelled smoke?”

“No. Sorry. I’m not much help, am I?”

He shot her a glance, noted the mutinous thin line of her mouth, then returned his gaze to the road in front of them. “You were lucky. Looks like someone set that fire,” he said it slowly and watched her from the corner of his eye.

Her chest rose and fell more rapidly. “Lucky. That’s me,” she whispered.

“What are you doing in Caldera? You have family here?”

“No. Just passing through.”

People didn’t just pass through Caldera. The town wasn’t on any major thoroughfare. “And you decided to rent a cabin for a week?”

She shrugged. “Thought I might explore the canyon. Saw the signs from the highway.”

The stranger didn’t look like a hiker. Or a camper. Didn’t seem the type to climb the hoodoos in the park. “You’ll need gear.”

“Thought I might buy some in town.”

An answer for everything. His bullshit meter was wagging toward the redline. But he didn’t push back. Now wasn’t the time. Once he had her in the interrogation room under a hot lamp, he’d be able to take better measure, press her for the truth of why she was in Caldera.

Bright lights reflected on his rearview mirror, and he reached over to flip the mirror downward. Beside him, Carina Black, if that was even her name, turned to glance over her shoulder. But it wasn’t a casual glance.

Her head stayed turned, and her eyes narrowed. “They’re coming up fast.”

“Maybe they don’t know they’re tailing a cop,” he said under his breath as he noticed the speed at which the vehicle approached.

“And maybe they do.”

She said it quietly, but with enough gravity he stiffened in his seat. “There something I should know?”

“Not now. But you better step on it.”

He didn’t wait to ask her why. Someone had already set fire to her cabin. Maybe the same someone behind them who had her so concerned. He pushed on the gas and shot forward, keeping one eye on the road ahead and the other on the bright lights behind him. They still had several miles to travel before reaching town. And no houses next to the road. Large uninhabited stretches of flat land lay on both sides of the road. He pushed the pedal to the floor and cussed again.

She drew a ragged breath. “He’s not giving up.”

“Who, dammit?” he asked, not looking sideways now because he needed all his attention on the road and his driving.

“Joey Guiducci.”

“A friend of yours?” he gritted out as his hands tightened on the wheel. At this speed, if a deer loped across the road, they’d all be toast.

“Not a friend. I used to date him.”

“This how he usually says hi, Carina?”

“It’s how he pays back those who cross him.”

“You do that? You cross this guy?”

Giving a dismissive wave, she faced forward. “I left him. That’s enough.”

Despite the fact they appeared to be in imminent danger, he couldn’t avoid the irony of the situation. “Anyone tell you that you have shit taste in men?”

“My mother,” she muttered. “Should have listened.”

The car behind them drew closer, and then darted into the left lane. The sound of a powerful engine, something expensive and Daytona-worthy, rumbled loudly. “Should we be worried he wants to do more than drag race, sweetheart?”

“Deputy, I’m so sorry.” Her voice trembled, and then she reached out to brace her hands against the dash and the door beside her. “He wants me dead.”


Chapter Two
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Carina Black really was sorry. The lawman didn’t deserve the danger she’d put him in. However, now wasn’t the time for regrets.

With her heart pounding against her chest, she reached up for the handle above her window and held on for dear life. The deputy had his hands full, watching the road in front of them while his gaze flicked again and again to his side mirror as Joey tried to edge his car forward in the left lane.

Not that the deputy appeared handicapped in any way by his outclassed Impala. Joey might like to think he was an expert behind the wheel, but so far the deputy was winning this game of chicken, sliding over the center line to crowd the other vehicle, forcing it toward the road’s slender shoulder. If the quiet, tense man sitting beside her could manage to keep Joey thwarted until the vehicles hit the city limit sign, they might just make it.

What happened after that was anyone’s guess, but she’d be alive for a few minutes longer.

The Impala’s engine roared. The Viper’s beside them screamed. If either driver caught a tire on the edge of the pavement, he’d flip the vehicle through the air. At nearly a hundred miles an hour now, no one would survive the impact. Joey was fucking crazy. A fucking bastard. Jesus-God, all she’d wanted was to escape his world. To start fresh. That she’d helped herself to a fat roll of cash she’d found secreted at the back of his closet had only seemed fair for the torment she’d endured as Joey Guiducci’s girlfriend.

She should have listened to her mama. Never once stepped into Joey’s world where lines weren’t just gray, they were outlined in blood. But she’d been tempted by his excesses—the clothes he’d insisted she wear, the jewels he draped her in, the heady company of local politicians, and up and coming stars. She’d been arm candy, understanding from the start that all he required was that she look good, always look at him, and never once question his authority.

She’d been so young. So stupid. In love with the glitz, the exciting whirl—seduced by the dangerous world she’d eagerly embraced.

Until she’d seen Joey in action. And then known, without a doubt, the depth of his depravity.

They’d been on their way to yet another private club to mingle with the rich and famous, when he’d told her they had to make a short detour. She’d been instructed to wait in the car while he’d entered a little flower shop on a dingy street in Chicago she’d never known existed. She’d gotten worried they’d be late when he’d taken too long. So, she’d let herself out of the car, and teetering on her Christian Louboutin python pumps, had peeked through the window.

What she’d seen sucked the air from her lungs. Inside, Joey stood, his jacket and shirt draped on a counter, while he’d pistol-whipped a middle-aged man who hadn’t the strength left to raise his arms to protect his face. She’d frozen in place, her stomach bubbling then revolting. She straightened from throwing up on the concrete walkway to find Joey, his face screwed into a ferocious scowl, standing over her while he straightened the cuffs of his shirt.

Looking down, she’d noted the droplets of water on his hands, and almost warned him not to touch the silk cuffs—before she realized he’d washed away blood. And now, he looked angry enough to come after her.

Instead of beating her, he’d gripped her upper arms and backed her against the side of his car, lifting her, pushing a knee between her thighs to spread her legs, and then reaching between to tear away her underwear.

When he’d been done with her, he’d shoved her into the passenger seat and warned her never to disobey him again. “Or else.”

She hadn’t needed for him to spell out what her punishment would be. In one stunning moment, the fact she’d never met or heard a word about his previous girlfriends made sense.

Instead of crying or cringing in fear, she’d forced her face into a calm mask. “I hope we won’t be late,” she’d said, smoothing down the hem of her short skirt. They’d continued on to the club, her without any underwear, him with fine droplets of blood drying on his dark trouser legs, as they’d danced and mingled and pretended Joey wasn’t a monster or that his friends weren’t equally as monstrous.

That had been five days ago. The moment they’d returned to their place, she’d begun planning her escape, texting her mom to tell her to visit her sister in Florida—now. Next, she’d raided the laundry room for the housekeeper’s clothing. She hadn’t wanted anything Joey had ever given her—not the clothes, the jewels—but she had taken the Mercedes, trading it to a sketchy body shop for the clunker she’d left at the cabin. She’d slipped away as he was still sleeping off the liquor he’d consumed at the party while acting as though he hadn’t left a man beaten to a pulp.

The deputy jerked the wheel to the right, just avoiding a collision with Joey’s car. “Thank Jesus,” he muttered.

Up ahead, the glow of civilization showed on the horizon. They were almost home free.

And as soon as that thought crossed her mind, she noticed the car beside them fading back. Carina let go of the handle and gripped her hands together while she tried to slow her jagged breaths.

The man beside her didn’t relax. Barely slowed. Not until they passed a filling station at the outskirts of town. By the time they pulled into the parking lot in front of the small limestone sheriff’s office, he’d radioed for backup.

When he opened his door, he gave her a sharp glare. “Stay put until I say you move.”

She didn’t mind his sharp delivery. Nodding, she waited as he circled the car and popped the trunk. When he came to her door, he carried a shot gun.

He flipped the door handle and held it open while he scanned the quiet street. “Get out.” Then he waited as she exited and moved quickly to the front door of the building.

A woman with short, blue-gray hair held it open. “Well, don’t dawdle, girl. Get your butt inside.”

Carina almost smiled, but her face still felt frozen by tension. She slipped past the woman and into the building, and then turned slowly to watch as the deputy followed.

He entered, quickly bolted the door, and then turned down the blinds over both large windows in the front of the building.

Seeing him face her again, she noted his expression—still set in grim lines. For the first time, she noted he was a good-looking man, if one didn’t mind a little blond scruff on the cheeks and chin. His body was lean, no excess muscle, but he moved with an animal grace as he began to pace.

He glanced at the older woman. “Owens and Perez are on their way here. The sheriff’s got his hands full at the fire. Has to wait for state investigators to arrive.”

She nodded. “I’ll make a pot of coffee.” Then she ambled down a well-lit corridor out of sight.

Only then did he square his shoulders and turn his glare on her again. “Guess we better finish that talk.”

Because her teeth had started to chatter, she ground her jaws together and gave him another nod. When he waved a hand toward the corridor, she preceded him, hating the way the clothes she wore chafed where excess fabric gathered between her thighs. Still, she didn’t miss the clothes that likely cost more than this deputy made in six months. She wanted nothing of Joey’s, but she needed to figure out how to escape his reach. The roll of hundreds held together by rubber bands sat like a rock in the pocket of her slacks.

“Next door to your left,” he said from behind.

Carina entered a small room, barely larger than her old walk-in closet, noted the table and the chairs, and knew this was where he interviewed criminals. Was that what she was? Did living with a mafia enforcer make her one?

“I need to pat you down.”

Her eyes widened. “You arresting me?”

“No, but I don’t want to endanger anyone here. How about you turn and face that table? You can lean your hands against it if you like.”

He was going to touch her? She shivered. The last man who’d touched her had taken her against the side of his car, in full view of anyone who might have passed them on the street. For some reason, she felt just as vulnerable, and her pulse beat just as fast. Maybe because this man was probably a decent guy, but he was looking at her like she’d crawled out from under a rock—his blue eyes hooded and unblinking, staring as he waited for her do as he’d asked.

Slowly, she faced away—then remembered the bankroll in her pocket. Well, hell. He would find it. That stash was all she had to start over somewhere safe. Somewhere Joey wouldn’t find her. But she couldn’t think of anything she could say to stop this from happening. When his hands landed on her shoulders, they were gentle. He briskly skimmed her back, her sides, then knelt and quickly framed the outside of her thighs with his large hands and moved downward. “You’ll need to spread them,” he said, tapping the inside of one calf.

“Is that even legal?” she muttered. “Shouldn’t you have a female deputy feeling me up?”

“If we had such a thing, I’d be sure to drag her out of bed on a Sunday night to come feel you up, ma’am. Now, widen your feet.”

She blinked at the amusement in his voice, her jaw dropping just a bit. But she did as he’d asked, inching her feet apart, and then standing rigid as he skimmed his hands upward between her thighs. When he rose behind her, he continued upward, his hands cupping her hips, and then sliding forward. One hand slid over the roll of cash and tightened around it, before moving away.

“I’ll need you to take whatever that is out of your pocket and put it on the table in front of you.”

Knowing she didn’t have a choice, she obeyed, reaching deep into her pocket then depositing the bankroll on the table. “It’s mine.”

He stood still behind her, not touching her. “Go ahead and take a seat, Miss Black.”

She eyed the money and nearly cried. The deputy intended to keep it. Would likely have someone run the numbers on each bill to see if the cash was part of some robbery. Then she’d be in even deeper shit, because she didn’t know where the money came from, except that her boyfriend had kept it inside a boot in his closet. A fact she’d discovered one day when she’d gotten curious about who he was and what he did, and had methodically taken apart every cupboard, drawer, and closet before placing everything back exactly where she’d found it.

Why hadn’t she left after she found his stash of weapons in the false bottom of his chest of drawers? Or that huge roll of hundreds? She’d still been too blinded by the romantic notion of belonging to a mobster—enough so, she’d tolerated his rough edges, even in bed.

The deputy sat in the chair opposite her, his straw cowboy hat shading the upper half of his face in the glare of the overhead light. She felt as though she was the actress in a TV crime drama. How many times had she rolled her eyes when the suspect sat, sweating, and then with the slightest pressure spilled his guts? Strange enough, if the deputy asked the right question, she was pretty sure she’d spew every secret she’d ever harbored.

Not that he was scary, but he was judging her. Sitting there staring with those intense blue eyes until she felt sweat sprout on her upper lip. Her stomach growled. Good Lord, was she about to vomit?

His glare didn’t stray as he unbuttoned one of the pockets of his denim shirt and pulled out a small notebook, then slid out a stubby pencil from the wires coiled at the top of the pad. When he began asking his questions, they came like bullets—quick and targeted—and because she was tired and too scared to think anymore, she told him everything.

Well, not quite everything. Being backed up to a car and fucked as punishment for her disobedience was just too humiliating. That she kept to herself. Already, she felt small and stupid. A girl who’d played dress-up while her boyfriend flaunted her and the law, and committed violence to earn the roll of cash that sat on the table like an indictment against her. Because she’d taken what he’d stolen. Robbed a thug of his stash.

When the deputy was done with his questions, he sat back, his fingers strumming the table top. “Why Caldera?”

“Because it was as far from Chicago as I could get.” Some of her fear leaked into her voice, making it quaver.

His deep blue gaze flickered over her, touching on her messy hair that hadn’t seen a comb in days, her oversized blouse. “Has he ever hurt you?”

Carina swallowed hard. Hurt? Joey’s rough treatment that night outside the florist’s shop had left bruises, but not anywhere the lawman could see. She shrugged, hoping his keen eyes didn’t note her tremor of repulsion. She needed this to be over. For him to stop probing.

“I asked a question.”

She closed her eyes. “That night, when he beat that man inside the florist’s shop—he caught me outside of the car…”

His fingers curled tightly around the pencil he held. “What did he do?”

“We had sex,” she whispered over a lump in her throat.

“Did he rape you?”

She lifted her chin. He would not brand her a victim. “He wasn’t gentle,” she said, her voice tightening.

Again, he stared. Not even a breath lifted his chest.

Just when her nerves felt stretched, ready to break, a knock sounded on the door.

A man, wearing a dark uniform, poked his head inside the room. “Sheriff’s on his way. Said to sit on her for now. She’s not goin’ anywhere.” The broad-featured deputy gave her a quick hard glance then closed the door.

Alarm rattled through her. “Am I being charged with something?”

He frowned and began to rise. “We’ll get to that later. I’ll have Rita bring you a cup of coffee.” He reached for the bank roll.

No! She shot out her hand to grab it first.

His hand closed over hers and squeezed. “I’ll keep this safe.”

She’d never see it again. She knew it by the steadiness of his stare. Every hope she’d held bled away. She slumped in her chair and sighed. “What will happen to me?”

“Not a thing, if I can help it.”

Carina blinked. How can he say that with such certainty? He doesn’t even know me. Do I dare believe him?

“You’re safe for now.” He leaned toward her. “Let me do my job. If you’ve been honest with me, then I’ll know soon enough. We’ll go from there.”

Somehow his low rumbling tone soothed her. Her eyes began to fill, and she gave him a quick nod, because she knew she’d blubber like a baby if she tried to speak. For days, she’d been scared, watching over her shoulder for Joey to catch up to her. And now that he had, she didn’t have to face him alone.

Maybe she was reading more into the deputy’s harsh expression than she should, but she had to hold tight to something or she’d fall apart. “Thank you,” she said, her voice breaking.

“Name’s Cain Whitfield.”

“Deputy Whitfield,” she repeated and swiped her eyes with the back of a hand.

His lips tightened, and at last, he turned and left. The door closed behind him.

Carina bent forward and rested her cheek against the cool wood table. For now, she didn’t have to do this alone.


Chapter Three
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Cain closed the door and stood, staring at the roll of hundreds in his hand.

“Holy shit.” Tank walked up beside him to stare at the bankroll. “You take that off the girl?”

Cain nodded. “She robbed the bastard that tried to run us off the road.”

Tank whistled. “Don’t think he’ll be pressin’ charges.”

Cain straightened and blew out a deep breath. “Perez watching the front?”

Tank nodded. “Not even a tumbleweed blowin’ through.”

“It’s pretty certain he’s watching. And I’m not a hundred percent sure he’s alone.”

Tank’s head tilted toward the closed door. “What about her?”

“Still need to run her prints.”

“Want me to do it?”

After what Carina had said about what happened outside that florist’s shop, the thought of a man touching her, even if only her hands, didn’t sit well. He already felt guilty about frisking her. “I’ll have Rita do it.”

Tank’s eyes narrowed as he studied Cain’s expression. “She get to you, bro?”

Cain aimed a glare at his friend. “She’s not Susan.” No, she was prettier. And even though she’d held steady for the most part throughout the interview, he knew she was the real deal. A fucking damsel in distress, amped up on steroids. His weakness.

If she was telling the truth. “She’s not going anywhere,” he said, casting a glance at the closed door. “I’ll send in Rita. Soon as we run her prints through the database, we’ll know more.” Or not. And then he’d have to give her the benefit of the doubt.

“It’s your collar,” Tank murmured. “Can I say she’s hot—even in those ugly clothes?”

Cain grunted. “How about you take a turn around the back of the station? Make sure we don’t have any company.” With that, he strode toward the front where Rita was once again handling dispatch. After he’d sent her back to interrogation with a live-scan reader, he set the bankroll on the desktop, placed his hat on the rack behind the desk, and settled into her chair to listen to the radio traffic. The fire still raged. Teams combed the surroundings. The fire chief had called for his wife, the mayor, to gather more volunteers to deliver coffee and snacks.

And an arson team out of Austin was flying into the Cutter family’s air strip. Cain knew the FBI might be roped in, too, since the arsonist was probably involved with organized crime.

They’d be all over Carina. He thought about how she’d looked in her dirty, purloined clothing, sitting small and lost across the table. Without second-guessing the urge, he reached for the phone and dialed a number.

“First a call from the chief, now the station?” Sherry Thacker, the fire chief’s wife, didn’t bother prefacing her statement with a hello.

“You already leave for the cabin fire?”

“Still at City Hall, waiting on doughnuts and cookies. Why?”

“The girl we pulled from the house. She needs clothes and shoes.”

There was silence, followed by, “Poor thing. Anyone similar in size you can think of?”

Cain cringed then rasped, “My ex.”

“Well, she’s long gone,” she drawled. “But I know someone. Give me a few.”

She hung up without another word, and Cain stared at the receiver before hanging it up. He was glad she belonged to Blake. Sherry was a pushy woman. And quick to anger. The whole town had walked on eggshells the months she and Blake had been separated. And all over a reporter who’d been more interested in the mayor than she had been the fire chief.

Cain shook his head. Women were a mystery.

“I got ’er done,” Rita said beside him. “She’s clean. Not even a parking ticket.”

Relief rushed through him. Completely out of proportion with the situation. The woman might not have any arrests, but she ran in a dangerous crowd. “Thanks,” he said, pushing up from the chair. He tapped the bankroll. “I’ll need you to count this, and then make a list of the numbers on each bill to turn over to the FBI. Send the mayor on back when she gets here.”

Rita’s eyebrows shot up, but she didn’t say a word as she took her seat in front of the dispatcher’s desk. Rita had worked the night shift for years. A widow without kids, she considered the sheriff and the deputies her boys. “Now, don’t be fallin’ for those puppy dog eyes…”

Cain grunted and felt his cheeks begin to redden. He strode to Deputy Roman Perez, who stood to the side of one of the front windows, staring through the narrow space between the frame and the blinds.

At Cain’s approach, he straightened away. “It’s quiet. Really think he’d try to storm the station?”

“I don’t.” Cain shook his head. “But he’s not wrapped too tight. He tried to muscle a cop off the road.”

“What’s her story?” he asked, pointing his chin toward the corridor where Carina waited in interrogation.

“Ms. Black was his girlfriend. She left him after relieving him of a big wad of cash.” He didn’t want to talk about her anymore. Certainly didn’t want to relate the parts of her story he was still churning over. “I’m doing a search on her boyfriend. You keep a sharp eye.”

His lips twitched. “Yes, boss.”

As he walked away, Cain shook his head. He wasn’t muscling for Josh’s job. He could keep it. Cain preferred patrolling. Liked being on his own in his car, keeping the peace and to himself.

He took a seat at a desk with a view to the front of the station, typed a quick transcript of his interview, and shot it via email to the sheriff. After he’d completed a search on Joey Guiducci, he leaned back, a knot settling hard in his gut. Little Carina Black sure could pick ’em. Several arrests for assault. A person of interest in at least one homicide. Known connections to a crime family whose reach stretched down the east coast to Florida. Despite his run-ins with the law, the man had never served a day of jail time. Witnesses either disappeared or recanted their stories.

His thoughts turned to the woman sitting alone in the interrogation room, and he knew without a doubt she wore a target on her back that would never expire. He glanced up as Sherry Thacker walked through the entrance, a large department store bag in one hand, a box of doughnuts in the other.

She gave him a smile and deposited the box on the dispatcher’s desk, then headed straight for him. “Found some things that might do. Had Kelly go through the racks at the thrift shop.” She held up the bag. “Included a couple of pairs of shoes, too. Hope one of them fits.”

Cain gave her a nod. “Thanks. She won’t be choosy.”

“Heard the poor thing crawled out of her bedroom window. Lost everything but her car.”

He took the bag.

She aimed another smile at him. “Better head out to the fire. Kelly’s in the car with the food. Deputy Perez is out there, making sure she’s safe. Really think someone might try to get to her in the police station?”

Cain knew the grapevine was already in full whirl. Not that Sherry was a gossip, but the fact she already knew as much as she did only verified the fact folks in town were talking. “I don’t think he’s stupid enough to come in guns blazing, but having folks keep their doors locked wouldn’t hurt. Report any sightings of strangers.”

Sherry nodded. “I’ll have Kelly start her telephone tree. Maybe get Ole Red Dalton to put out a broadcast on his illegal radio station.”

Cain grunted. “Sounds like a plan. And thanks again, Ms. Thacker.”

She flashed a grin. “Sherry. I keep telling you that.”

“Sherry.”

After she left, he picked up the sack.

“Want me to take Carina Black to the ladies’ room to change?” Rita asked from her desk.

Taking Rita up on her offer would sure be easier, but he shook his head. “I’ve got this.” He paused beside her desk to hand over the report he’d pulled on Carina’s boyfriend. “Make sure an APB goes out on this guy. For him, and the Viper he’s driving.”

When he reentered the room, he found Carina sleeping in her chair, one side of her face pressed to the table. Cain stood still for a few moments, barely breathing as he watched her. From the report Rita pulled from the Illinois DMV, he knew she was young. Just twenty-two. And from her own words, she’d been with Joey Guiducci for two years. Young enough he knew better than to get involved. But he thought maybe his fate was already sealed.

At last, he let go of his doubts. Deep inside, he’d known she was innocent. Knew she needed help. Protection. Something he could give. Something that, right now, he wanted to give. All those years ago, he hadn’t been there to save his sister when she’d been swept away during a flash flood. And he still carried that guilt even thought he’d been just a kid. His guilt had led him by the balls through several terrible relationships. The last being his marriage to Susan. Only, she hadn’t needed protection. She’d played him, using her big brown eyes to sucker him while she’d cheated with her previous boyfriend—who, as it turned out, hadn’t been the abuser his ex claimed.

Carina was different. Scared, but still a fighter. And exhausted. How sad was it that in this place she likely felt the safest she had in days? He placed the bag on the table, letting it thud.

She stirred, jerking backward, her eyes widening until she saw him. Her gaze went to his hair, and then the badge on his shirt. She turned her head and wiped the back of her hand across her mouth.

Was she afraid she’d drooled? A smile tugged at his mouth, but he didn’t let it slide free. “I’ll show you the ladies’ room. A friend brought you a change of clothes. Shoes, too. You can get cleaned up.” Could his voice have been any rougher? The last thing he wanted to do was make her fear him.

Pushing against the table, she stood and peered into the bag. “Nice. I hope they fit. Is your friend still here?” she asked. “I’d like to thank her.”

“She’s gone on to the fire.”

A light blush stole across her pale cheeks. “I don’t suppose things like this happen often here, huh?”

“Fires happen all the time.”

Her gaze narrowed just a tad. “I’ll bet arsons don’t.”

“You’re right, there.”

She tilted her head higher. “And when’s the last time someone tried to run you off the road?”

One side of his mouth curved upward. “When I was sixteen and my girlfriend’s dad caught us making out in his barn.”

She laughed, and her smile stretched her mouth, revealing pretty white teeth, the only flaw one tooth that wasn’t flush with the rest on the bottom row.

He felt happier once he realized she wasn’t perfect. He waved a hand toward the door. “After you.”

Carina stood in front of the mirror over the sink and turned to check out the fit of her new jeans from the rear. They were a little snug. She squatted and rocked side to side, then rose again. She didn’t want to look like a bimbo when she left the bathroom. The V-neck tee wasn’t tight, but she hadn’t wanted to wear the bra she’d worn for days, and the one the deputy’s girlfriend had brought was two cup-sizes too small.

She’d used paper towels and hand soap to wash her body. The little travel-sized shampoo she’d found at the bottom of the bag was now empty, and her wet hair straggled around her head, but it was clean. And brushed. She wondered how often Deputy Whitfield called his friend to bring strange women these necessities.

After tossing her old clothing in the trash and putting the rest of the items she’d used in the shopping bag, she ran out of excuses to keep hiding in the bathroom. Cain Whitfield had been kind, even if he was a little blunt, but he still intimidated her.

Too tall, too good-looking, blonde and big-shouldered—with the chilliest blue gaze she’d ever seen. One hard glance from those laser-blue eyes, and she’d done exactly what she’d feared. She’d spilled everything. Including the cringe-worthy story of what Joey had done to her that night. How could she face the handsome deputy now?

A light rap sounded on the door.

She drew a deep breath. He wouldn’t wait forever. “Coming,” she called out. She looked like a drowned rat, but at least she didn’t look pathetic anymore. Too bad his girlfriend hadn’t included a little lipstick, too. Something to brighten her features. She needed a boost of confidence.

Carina entered the hallway, and the deputy straightened away from the opposite wall, his gaze giving her a quick once-over. She couldn’t help wondering if he found her the least bit attractive. She’d always taken her beauty for granted—but she’d never been caught without her face done or her hair perfectly styled. At least, the clothing she now wore fit.

“The shoes work for you?” he asked, his gaze traveling downward.

She glanced down toward the canvas slip-ons that hadn’t shown much wear. “They’re fine. Not even snug in the toes.” She glanced upward, feeling shy. “Thanks.”

His mouth tightened. “Save your thanks for the mayor.”

Carina thinned her mouth, too. “Of course. And your girlfriend.”

His eyebrows drew together. “Sheriff’s back.”

She swallowed. “What happens now?”

“Suppose it depends on what the fire chief told him.”

Her mouth tightened. “I didn’t set that fire.”

He waved a hand toward the front of the station. “After you.”

Carina’s steps dragged. The sound of voices, several, echoed down the hallway. When she entered the larger room, she noted the sheriff, a large man still dressed in a firefighter’s turn-out gear, and several others she hadn’t seen at the fire, but whose gazes all turned toward her.

She drew to a halt.

A large hand settled at the small of her back and pushed her gently forward. “They just have a few questions,” the deputy said quietly.

“All of them?” she asked under her breath, although whispering was a waste of time. Everyone listened to her hushed conversation with the deputy.

Deputy Whitfield cleared his throat. “Gentlemen, this is Carina Black.”

The men formed a half-circle, and one by one, they introduced themselves. Two were arson investigators, one a Texas Ranger out of Austin. The sheriff tipped his hat.

The fireman gave her a frown as he introduced himself. “Blake Thacker, fire chief here in Caldera. Seems you made a lucky escape.”

She wished the floor would open up and swallow her. “Yeah, that’s me. Lucky.”

The deputy grunted beside her.

Was he laughing? She aimed a glare over her shoulder, but his stern face gave away nothing of his thoughts.

“We’ve all reviewed the statement you gave Cain,” the sheriff said. “Anything else you can tell us that might help us find Joey Guiducci?”

She shook her head. “He’s not from around here. How hard should it be to find a guy driving a Viper—one who’s not wearing a cowboy hat?” She realized she was being snarky and clamped her mouth closed. “Sorry. Must be nerves.”

The hand at her back gave her a tap.

She stiffened. The touch almost felt like a spank.

“Do you have any reason to believe he might not be alone?” the sheriff asked.

Carina chewed her bottom lip. “He’s operating pretty far from home. And he’d hate for anyone to know I left him like that—plus taking his stash. If he brought anyone else with him, I’d be surprised. I’m not important. Not to anyone but him.”

The men shared glances among themselves. One of the arson investigators turned his gaze to the sheriff. “We might need to revisit once we’ve had a chance to walk through the cabin.”

“She’s not goin’ anywhere.” The sheriff raised an eyebrow and nailed her with a steady glare. “Are you?”

“I guess not.” They had her car. She didn’t have a license, a phone, her clothes were borrowed, her money was in their safe… Nope, she was stuck here. “I can’t go anywhere. He took my money,” she said, hooking her thumb toward the deputy.

“Caldera doesn’t have safe houses,” the sheriff drawled. His gaze slid to the deputy. “What about that house you’ve been renovating?”

The hand at her back fell away. “It’s barely livable.”

“Got electric? Water?”

She didn’t need to look behind her to know he’d nodded.

The sheriff was smiling. “I’ll make sure a deputy drives by regular-like. But you’ve got yourself some time off, Cain. Keep her under wraps. Can you handle that?”

She heard a loud, drawn-out sigh.

“Guess I’ll have to.”

The men from Caldera all shared grins.

What the hell they thought was so damn funny, she couldn’t even begin to guess. But she didn’t care. Cain Whitfield, with his broad shoulders and icy blue stare, would be keeping her safe. And since he’d managed to keep her alive this long, she was relieved by how things had worked out.

Cain stepped to her side. “He might be watching for her to leave the station.”

The sheriff pursed his lips. “Still got those ugly clothes you arrived in?”

Narrowing her gaze, Carina frowned. “Wouldn’t you feel like crap if they were really mine?”

The sheriff arched a brow.

Carina huffed. “I put them in the trash can.

“Well, go get ’em.” The sheriff looked beyond Carina and the deputy. “Hey, Rita.”

“Ooh-wee! Do I get to be bait?” the older woman said with more than a hint of glee in her voice.

He gave her a wink. “You do, ma’am. Perez’ll give you a lift in his squad car to your house. We’ll put a blanket over your head.” He fished in his pocket and brought out keys, which he tossed at the deputy. “That’s for the old Coronado out back. Five minutes after Perez leaves, you head out with the girl.”

I’m not a girl, and I’m right here, Sheriff! Carina knew she’d have a canker sore from the number of times she’d bitten her lip to keep from commenting.

“We’ll keep you safe, Ms. Black,” the sheriff said. Then he turned to the men in the group and indicated that they follow him. They strode past her and headed down the hallway. A door closed in the distance.

“I’ll go get those clothes.”

“No need,” Rita called out. “Have to change in the bathroom, anyway. I’ll fetch ’em from the trash.”

Alone with the deputy, Carina turned and glanced upward. “I’m a lot of trouble.”

“You are.”

She nearly winced at how quickly he agreed. “Last thing you want is to babysit me. Give me back my money, and I’ll be gone.”

“Can’t do that, ma’am.”

Ma’am. She couldn’t recall anyone but a high school kid at a gas station ever calling her ma’am. She liked the way it sounded in his smooth baritone. She thought she might like to hear him say more words. Ones not spit like bullets. She glanced away. “I won’t cause you any more trouble.”

“Can’t help you were born that way.”

Carina narrowed her eyes as she returned his steady stare, not sure whether he’d insulted her or was cracking a joke. Hell, she wasn’t sure which made her hotter.


Chapter Four
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Cain pulled the sheriff’s Coronado into the garage—the only finished part of this renovation project. He’d started renovations on the old house the week after Susan left. She hadn’t been game to live in it while he pulled down the walls around them. Once she’d done him the favor of emptying his home of furniture, he’d gotten right to work, beginning with the garage. He’d worked on it first, because this was where he’d placed his tools and saws, and where he did most of the carpentry work required. Which meant he had to be careful when the garage door lowered. The back of the Coronado barely fit inside.

When the door finished closing, he turned in his seat to Carina, whose gaze flitted around the garage. “It’s a bit of a mess.”

“Looks like you spend a lot of time in here.”

“The house isn’t much better,” he warned, anxious to see her reaction.

She gave him a small smile. “I hate that I’m putting you out.”

“Don’t.” He didn’t stop the impulse that had him reaching to cup her chin and turn her face toward him. “I’ll keep you safe. Once we’re inside, I’ll show you around and establish a few ground rules. Ready?”

She drew her bottom lip between her teeth and gave a little nod.

He opened his door. She did the same. They wove their way through his equipment, over the power cords, up the stairs into the mudroom. Or what would be the mudroom. He’d torn out all the old drywall. Only the bare wooden frame and the slats of the siding were visible.

He held her arm to help her circle the large hole in the floor that opened into the crawlspace beneath the house. Tomorrow, he’d have to cover it with a sheet of plywood so she wouldn’t fall through.

They entered the kitchen, which at least had solid walls. He pointed to the refrigerator. “Feel free to help yourself to anything you find in there.” The cabinets lacked doors, but the plates and glasses were visible in the openings, so she could figure that out herself. “The pantry’s pretty much finished,” he said, indicating the doorless space. Thank goodness, he’d shopped for groceries that week. Dry and canned goods lined the shelves.

They entered the living room, and she halted, her gaze going to the high ceiling. The room was empty, but except for the crown molding he was refinishing, this room was nearly done.

“I like the color,” she said, her gaze on the pale robin’s egg blue he’d painted the walls and ceiling.

“Be nicer if some furniture was actually in here,” he said wryly. “The upstairs is more comfortable.”

“I can’t believe this staircase,” she said.

He liked that she’d noticed the curved balustrade.

Her hand followed the smooth, newly stained wood as she climbed.

The house wasn’t large, but the details hidden in the old Victorian more than made up for its limited space. He’d made the best he could of the antiquated floor plan, opening spaces on the ground floor to give the dining and living area the illusion of spaciousness.

On the upstairs landing, he flipped on the hallway light and realized one issue could pose a problem. “I took down all the doors to refinish them. Too many layers of paint on a really nice teak.” He turned on the light just inside the gaping doorway of the one bedroom he thought she might like. He’d stripped out old, threadbare carpeting to expose oak flooring that had only needed sanding and restaining to return it to its former glory. The painted metal bed was a junk shop find. “The mattress is new. Clean. I’ll find sheets so you can remake it.”

Her head jerked his way. “You’ve been sleeping here? But where will you go?”

“I have a pullout sofa in the space I’m making over into an office downstairs. I’ll be fine.”

She eyed his long frame. “Maybe I should take the pullout.”

“No. This room has a private bathroom. The fixtures are all new. But no door as well,” he said, staring into the dark space. The tub would be visible from the doorway. “I’ll rig a curtain, but at least you’ll have a little more privacy.”

Her cheeks turned red. “Well, thank you.” She took a deep breath and set her bag on the mattress. “You said something about ground rules…”

“Yeah.” Cain took off his cowboy hat and held it between his hands. “Not all the windows have curtains. So you can’t be walking around with all the lights on during the night, or you could be spotted. Best to stay far from the windows. This house isn’t on the main road, but we shouldn’t take any chances. There’s a phone in the kitchen, but you don’t answer it until you hear my voice on the message machine. Don’t answer the door. Not to anyone. I have keys. I’ll let myself in.”

“Got it,” she said with a mock salute. “I’m hiding out. I can’t be seen or heard.”

His eyebrows lowered. He needed her to take this seriously. “Look, I’ll have Sherry find you more clothing. Maybe you could give me a list of your sizes, down to your underwear.” His gaze went to her breasts, which he knew were free beneath the t-shirt. “No use being shy. I’ll get you what you need.”

Her blush spread across her cheeks. But her mouth was curving. “And if I need tampons?”

Running the hat in a circle, he winced. “Good lord, you had to go there.”

Her snicker matched the light of mischief in her eyes. “You’re not the one blushing here.”

He shook his head, a grin tugging at his mouth. “You’ve gotta be beat. You want to eat, or go straight to bed?”

“Bed,” she said, and her shoulders drooped.

“Don’t get scared by the sounds this old house makes. The stairs creak, the wind whistles through some of the boards on the open walls, but I’m here for the duration.” He jutted his chin. “You won’t be alone. I’ll protect you, Carina.”

Carina wondered if it was possible to melt into a puddle. She thought she might be doing that right now. She’d never met a guy who said things like that. Who put himself before her. “Will your girlfriend be okay with this? With me staying here?”

His eyebrows drew together. “I don’t have a girlfriend. Shed my wife six months back. Haven’t been looking for one, either.”

He shed his wife? Not quite sure what he meant, she guessed his wife hadn’t disappeared the same way Joey’s exes did. And if a happy warmth spread throughout her at the news he wasn’t taken, well she’d put that down to the fact he’d saved her. Didn’t women always fall for their rescuers? She gave herself a mental shake. She was not falling for him, because she wouldn’t be here long. “Thanks for everything.”

“I’ll get those sheets.”

“Don’t,” she said. “I’m too tired to care. I’ll change them in the morning.” Besides, she wanted to crawl between his sheets and find out how he smelled. Gross as that might have sounded if she’d said it aloud, she was curious.

“All right.” He backed toward the doorway.

She raised a hand to warn him, but he bumped into the frame and quickly turned and left.

She grinned, thinking that maybe she was affecting him as much as he affected her. Nice to know she wasn’t alone in that, either.

Cain called himself every kind of fool as he escaped down the stairway. Why the thought of Carina sleeping on his sheets pleased him, he didn’t really know. But he was getting hard just thinking about her sleeping between the sheets he’d used, in her t-shirt, or possibly nude.

Fuck, he’d thought it. Now, the picture he drew in his mind wouldn’t fade away.

So, she was pretty. He’d had pretty. She was feminine and curvy in all the right places—again, he’d gone there, done that. She wasn’t from around here, and that fact should be the one he held on to, because in a few days, maybe even tomorrow, she’d be gone. With that thought foremost in his mind, he decided to take a turn around the yard. Give her time to use the bathroom and settle for the night. And for his dick to relax.

Outside, the full moon provided him ample light to circle the house. He gazed into the windows, just to see whether light from the hallway or the kitchen could be seen from the ground. His gaze strayed to the upper floor and his bedroom. Hers now. She’d turned off the bedroom light, but the bathroom light was on. No hint of feminine silhouette could be seen.

His cell phone chirped in his pocket. He drew it out and scraped the screen. “Tank, any sign of the boyfriend?”

“None. All’s quiet. The fire’s out, but the chief’s keeping watch to make sure there aren’t any flare-ups.”

“That’s good.”

“You get her bedded down for the night?”

Cain grunted at his word choice. Parts that needed to relax were stirring again. “Well, I didn’t stay to tuck her in.”

His friend chuckled. “She’s not Susan, but it looks like she’s got bigger issues. Just as well not to get involved.”

Cain didn’t answer. He was not discussing with Tank any attraction he felt for the woman sleeping in his bed. “Who’s patrolling tonight?”

“Perez is pulling a double. Him and Conway will keep an eye out. Sheriff said there’s nothing specific to pin the arson on the boyfriend. And without you seeing him inside the Viper, we don’t really have anything we can hold him on, should we pick him up. Would have helped if you’d gotten a look at his plates.”

“I was too busy trying to keep us both alive.”

“Just sayin’. Don’t guess you’re gonna get much sleep. Want me to drop by tomorrow to keep watch while you get some shut-eye?”

“Sounds like a plan.” He rang off, and then made another circle around the house. When he entered the mudroom, he pulled off his boots. He heard footsteps in the kitchen. Quickly, he walked to the doorway and peered around the frame.

Carina stood before the open door of the refrigerator, wearing one of his t-shirts. She was pulling down the back hem to cover her bottom as she reached into the back.

Cain thought he ought to warn her he was there, but then she bent again, and he got a glimpse of the bottom of her ass and froze. Under his shirt, she was nude. Not wanting to embarrass her, he stayed in the shadows, waiting for her to move away before he made some noise to let her know he was there.

She bent again.

Blood pooled in his groin. He nearly groaned because his jeans were already feeling pretty tight. Her ass was exquisite. Not a word he’d ever say aloud, but damn, prime real estate.

Never mind her legs were long and slender and as finely turned as any Chippendale table’s legs. He could see why a bastard like Guiducci would have trouble letting her go.

She withdrew the covered pot that held the chili he’d made the night before and set it on the counter. When she lifted the lid, she inhaled and her eyes closed.

A rumble he could hear from the doorway sounded. He supposed it was time to quit spying and help her out. After kicking at his boot to make noise, he stepped into the kitchen.

Her gaze widened then shot down her tee.

“You’re covered,” he said. “Glad you found something to sleep in.” Even more glad you didn’t try to wear my boxers. “Thought you were tired.”

“I am.” She wrinkled her nose. “Or at least I was, until I lay down. Then my stomach started rumbling.”

“Let me put that on the stove for you.”

She reached for a bowl in the cupboard. “I can just nuke it.”

He gave her a mock glare. “One doesn’t nuke Texas chili.”

“That another rule?”

“Yup. One my mother taught me.”

“She teach you how to cook, too?”

“She did. Said a man needed to know how to take care of himself. I even know how to wash my own clothes.”

She laughed, as he’d intended for her to do. He picked up the pot and set it on the iron grate atop the stove. “Stove’s tricky. Runs on natural gas. If ever it doesn’t come on right away, be sure to stand back before you try again.”

She tilted her head. “I’ve used a gas stove before. I do know how to cook.”

“You do?”

“Joey liked my cooking. But when we had people over, he always hired a caterer. Said he didn’t want me smelling like food around his friends.” She shook her head. “Sorry, last thing I should be doing is thinking about him.” She took a deep breath and gave him a smile. “I’ll set the—” she glanced around. “The counter, I guess.”

“Sorry, don’t have a table yet, but I do have some bar stools.” He headed back out to the garage to pull out the chairs, all the while keeping an ear to the doorway.

When he came back inside, she held a clean cloth and a bottle of Pledge. “I’ll give them a dust.”

He smiled and let her clean them while he stirred the chili. “Hope you can stand a little heat. I put peppers in my chili.”

“Is there any other way to make it?”

He grunted his approval then pulled down another bowl from the cupboard.

Carina didn’t think she’d ever tasted anything better. Not in all the fine restaurants Joey had taken her to. Even her mama’s chili couldn’t compare.

He refilled her glass of milk. “Swallow it down. Milk puts out the fire.”

She liked that he sensed her every little distress. She took a sip. “Thanks, that’s the best chili I’ve ever had.”

“I know.”

She laughed. “Guess I shouldn’t have moaned so much.”

“A man likes to know he’s pleased a woman.” Glancing sideways, he winced.

She laughed harder. “On that note, I should probably get back to bed.”

“Yeah.” He remained on his stool as she jumped down.

“I’ll take care of the dishes.”

“No, you won’t,” he said, his voice clipped again. He pointed toward the door. “Bed.”

Carina wasn’t blind to what was happening between them. The intimacy of being forced together like this was preying on them both. She was glad they’d been so relaxed during the meal, but she wasn’t unaware of his attraction. That he didn’t want to stand only highlighted the fact the man was aroused.

Could he tell she felt the same? She didn’t dare glance down the front of her borrowed tee, but she could feel the hardened tips rub against the thin fabric. Not that she cared all that much. It felt good, being attracted to someone like him. Reaffirming the possibility of making a better choice the next time. “Goodnight, Cain,” she said softly.

“Night, Carina,” he said, his voice sounding a little rusty.

As she climbed the steps, she didn’t bother holding down the hem of the tee. He’d already seen her ass when she’d bent for the pot of chili.


Chapter Five
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By day four of their forced captivity, Cain was ready to chew on nails. He’d never been this hard or horny for such a long period of time. And no privacy existed inside the house for him to relieve himself of the problem. What he wouldn’t give for five minutes of alone time…

Not that Carina hadn’t been great. Their first morning together, she’d appeared in the garage, wearing another of his tees over her borrowed jeans and offering to lend him a hand. Not the phrase he’d needed to hear, because he’d immediately envisioned her giving him a hand job.

Though not experienced at any form of labor, she’d proved adept with a paintbrush. After taping off his office walls, he’d shown her how to use a brush and a roller then left to strip another section of crown molding. Anything not to watch how perfectly his shirt clung to the tight tips of her breasts.

So, why hadn’t he ever gotten around to shopping for new undergarments for her to wear? Cain couldn’t help the fact he was fascinated with her curves. In the evenings after a shower, she wasn’t the least bit shy about parading around in his shirt while they fixed their dinner. If the hem slipped upward, he didn’t look away. And by her pink cheeks, he knew she was giving him a little show. No accident there.

By now, he was sure her attraction was just as strong as his. And still, he hadn’t acted on it—too aware of his responsibility to keep her safe—even from himself. And he didn’t want to spoil things between them.

The truth was, he liked her. She was smart, and not the least bit lazy. A very quick learner and seemingly eager to be taught. And, of course, his mind dove into all the things he’d love to teach her—sexier pursuits. Fact was, he liked having her around. Liked her scent, her curves—damn, he liked everything about her. But women like Carina didn’t just appear in this little backwater town. She was meant for better things. Meant to have the best life offered. She should be spoiled, pampered. Loved…

Perhaps the thing that kept him from even approaching her was the idea of her freezing up and seeing him in the same light as her ex. And Cain couldn’t stand the thought of giving her even a moment’s fear.

He put down his scraper and laid aside the rag he’d been using to sweep away the bits of old paint he’d liberated. He sat on the steps leading into the kitchen. There’d been no sign of Joey Guiducci. The sheriff was of the opinion that he’d likely returned home, knowing she was being watched. What criminal in his right mind would continue to risk everything over a girlfriend, even if she had stolen his money?

Josh wanted to know how much longer he’d watch over her. Theirs wasn’t a large department. Cain was needed back at work.

The numbers on the money hadn’t stirred any interest from the Feds. He could return it to her, and she could be on her merry way. He should just tell her.

Cain walked through the kitchen and slowly climbed the stairs. He could hear her humming down the hallway, not any country song—he might have recognized the tune. But he liked the rhythm and her off-key enthusiasm. When he stood in the doorway, he couldn’t keep his smile from widening.

She glanced sideways. “See? I didn’t get any on the floor.”

True, but she did have streaks and drops of paint all over her hair and shirt. His shirt.

She must have seen the direction of his glance, because she looked downward. “Dangit.”

“I never liked that shirt, anyway. Not much of a Cowboys fan.”

“Is such a sentiment even allowed in Texas?”

He leaned against the door frame, thinking about what he’d come to say. He felt his smile fade.

Hers faltered, as well. “Is anything wrong?”

He gave her a small smile, more of a twist of his lips. “We should talk.”

Her expression shuttered.

Something he hadn’t seen since that first night when he’d approached her at the fire. Dammit.

“Is it bad?” she asked, laying down her brush on the paint tray and reaching for the package of wet wipes he’d provided.

“No. Just come.” He held out his hand.

She didn’t hesitate.

Even though this was the first time they’d touched since he’d patted her down at the station. Once again, the heat of her skin caused his palm to tingle. He led her to the bedroom. The only room with a full contingent of furniture. He pulled her down on the loveseat beside him and kept her hand in his, because he didn’t want to let her go.

Her eyes were wide. Worry dug a wrinkle between her dark brows.

He reached up and rubbed it with his thumb. Then, realizing he was trying to rub away her worry, he dropped his hand. “There’s been no sign of your boyfriend. Not in days.”

She remained silent, but her face stiffened. “Are you saying I can go?”

“No charges are pending against you. None against him, either, since we can’t tie him to the fire. Sheriff won’t even charge him with reckless endangerment for the car chase, because we don’t know for stone-cold certain the driver was him.”

“But, it was.”

“I know.”

“And he’s not ever giving up.”

He tightened his jaw at the fear in her voice. “I know.”

“Then what are you saying?” she asked, her voice rising. “That you have to go back to work, and I have to go on my way?”

Cain stifled an immediate rejection of the idea. He had no right to make her stay. “The money’s yours. You can afford a ticket anywhere. Far away from him.”

“You think that’s what I should do?” Her voice was small and uneven.

He knew, with a certainty he felt in his bones, that she waited for him to say something else. Something about them. But should he? Could he keep her safe here, indefinitely?

She tugged her hand away then straightened her shoulders. “I’ll go. I know it’s the smart thing to do, and you’ve already done so much. But, I have to know…”

Cain felt his belly tighten in rejection, because if she asked, he’d tell her. And God help them both.

Her gaze dropped to her hands, which were curved into fists on her thighs. “Do you… could you ever…see yourself with someone like me?”

“Dammit, Carina,” he said, his voice rasping. “You’re so damn young.”

Her chin shot up, and her eyes flashed. “Too young for you?”

“Fuck, you deserve better than me.” His jaw clenched.

“If you’re looking for excuses for me to go, that’s not the best one to use. I’ve had money. I wore clothes that I would bet cost more than you make in a month. But, I wasn’t happy. And I didn’t like me.” She dipped her chin. “I feel safe with you.”

“I can’t be your bodyguard. Not forever.”

“I’m not talking about that. I feel safe—I know you won’t hurt me. That you won’t hurt anyone who doesn’t deserve it.” She lifted her gaze, locking it with his. “I can’t imagine letting anyone else touch me.” She stopped short and turned away her head.

Cain sat beside her, not breathing. She’d imagined him touching her. She’d flirted. Outrageously, but he hadn’t taken her behavior seriously.

She’d imagined being with him.

Cain straightened. What he should do was tell her she’d find another man. Someone good. Someone who could give her things. But his nobility could only stretch so far. He reached for her hand, but she pulled it back again, so he gripped her by the waist and pulled her over his lap.

Her body shivered against him. Her palms pushed against his chest.

He kept his arms around her, loosely. She could escape if she wanted, but with every second that passed, he watched her grow calmer. Watched rose creep across her cheeks, her tight lips relax.

When she leaned toward him, letting her ripe nipples scrape across his chest, only then did he move. He laid his palm against her cheek and rubbed his thumb across her plump bottom lip. “Stay with me.”

Carina made a noise, something between a sob and laugh, and pressed closer, wrapping her arms around his shoulders, and pushing her breasts against him, because she needed to feel his hardness. She craved so much more. Had since she’d lain alone that first night with the sounds of him walking circles around the house, knowing he would keep her safe. Alone with the smell of his lovely, manly musk on the sheets. She’d let that feeling grow over the past days, wondering whether this was how being in love felt. His care for her was as close as she’d ever experienced to being cherished. But since he hadn’t acted on any of the many invitations she’d offered with her eyes and “accidental” peeks at her ass, she’d begun to wonder if he considered her damaged goods—because of whom she’d lived with and what he’d done.

But there wasn’t any mistaking the look he gave her now with those clear blue eyes. No misunderstanding his raw tone. Stay with me. Before she’d let him reconsider, she reached for the hem of the tee she’d ruined with paint and pulled it over her head.

His gaze fell to her full breasts. “Jesus.”

“They ache, Cain. I ache. For you.” She felt breathless. Her heart skittered wildly.

Slowly, he raised his hands to palm her flesh, and she closed her eyes, loving the heat, loving his gentle caresses.

He bent his head and trailed his mouth across her shoulder, then lower, pushing her back so he could kiss the tops of her breasts. The moment he latched onto a tingling nipple, she cried out, so joyous was the feeling flooding her body with warmth.

Suddenly, he drew back. His hands gripped her bottom, and he rose.

She wound her legs around his waist as he walked to the bed. “I’ll get paint on your sheets,” she whispered.

“We’ll both get dirty, sweetheart. I’m not worried.” He set her down beside the bed then knelt to open her jeans and slide them down her legs.

Nude, she held her breath as he glanced at her sex.

His gaze dropped to her feet, and he held down her pant legs as she stepped out, leaning on his shoulders for balance. Then he stood, and she went to work on the chambray shirt he wore, unsnapping the buttons down the front, and then parting the sides to get her first look at his broad chest. He had far less hair than Joey, and it was brown and silky. She raked her fingertips through it, plucking. When he gave a little groan, her mouth curved. So, she nuzzled his nipple, loving the way he gently cupped the back of her head and rubbed her scalp. Lord have mercy, she loved the taste of his skin, the soft texture of his flat brown nipple. With her teeth, she teased it into a point then fluttered her tongue against the tiny bead.

“Witch,” he muttered.

She glanced upward, her gaze snagging on his hooded eyes. “I want you, Cain. All of you.” She backed away, sitting on the edge of the bed before lying full-length and stretching, her gaze going to his still-clothed body.

He didn’t need another hint. His clothing flew off. And then he was climbing over her, his large, long body inches from her skin, but still warming her, breast to toes.

He held still, braced on his arms as she raked his body with her searching gaze. Everywhere her gaze touched was tanned and hard. His stomach was firm, muscled, his arms and thighs bulged. Sweet heaven, his cock was lovely—reddened and engorged, straight with a plump, round head.

Her pussy clenched. Fluid rushed to wet her channel. She squeezed together her legs to hold it inside.

“I don’t want to scare you, baby.”

“I’m not a baby, Cain. And Joey humiliated me, but he didn’t leave me damaged. I swear, I want this. I want you.” Slowly, caught in his intense gaze, she inched apart her legs and raised her knees. Then she reached downward and wrapped her fingers around his cock. “Come inside me, Cain Whitfield,” she whispered. “Fill me.”

Cain’s entire body was hard, muscles tensed, his cock so swollen he was afraid he’d come just from the gentle tug of her hand. Everywhere his gaze landed, he found something else to love—her pretty, cherry-tipped breasts, her bare mound and pretty pink folds. And her eyes. Sweet Jesus, she looked at him with such trust shimmering in her doe-eyes. If he could hold himself forever like this, he’d never want anything more.

But her grip firmed, and so did her chin.

He hid a smile at her determination to have him. Who was he to deny a woman intent on finding pleasure? “Show me the way, baby.” With a gentle flex, he entered her, pausing to ensure she was okay.

Her eyes widened just a bit, her chest rose around a deep inhalation, and then she drew away her hands, placing them on each side of his hips as he pushed deeper again.

She was slick and hot. He wanted to shout as she gloved him, because he felt everything, every tremor of her interior walls, the clasp of her greedy labial mouth, the pinch of her fingers as she dug them into his skin. “Jesus, fuck.” He shook his head and remembered to breathe. “I can’t promise I’ll last long.”

“We can try again if you don’t do it right.”

Her whisper was sultry and funny, and his smile stretched, mirroring her grin as she wriggled beneath him, helping him ease deeper, until at last he was seated, their groins flush. His cock pulsed with his heartbeat, her walls convulsed gently, giving him a rolling tug that he fought to resist. But she quivered all over now—her belly, her breasts, her breaths. He pulled away, then glided back inside, and had to shut his eyes because her eyelids were slitted, her mouth opening around a tiny moan that crushed his ability to think. He had to hear that sound again.

She lifted her legs to hug his hips, and he was surrounded by her strong limbs. She rubbed her cheek against his then caught his earlobe to give it a bite. This time he shivered and plunged harder, faster, trying to keep his strokes even and measured, but her nails bit, urging him on. His back and thighs burned with the effort he wasted on holding back.

“It’s okay, Cain. Don’t be gentle. I need this. Take me there.”

As though she’d eased her grip on the reins, he powered faster, roaring as he pounded inside her. So wet, so tight. Oh fuck, I’m going to lose it now—but he hammered on, holding on by a thread—that snapped the moment she dug her head into the pillow and screamed.

They rocked together, hands gliding in sweat, bodies locked long after his erection waned. He was where he wanted to be, to stay, and she seemed damn happy, as well, judging by how she held his face to tilt this way and that as she kissed his chin, his cheeks, everywhere she wanted. He captured her mouth and kissed her sweet lips, realizing this was their first.

“Sorry,” he whispered, when he pulled back. “I should have started here.”

“That the protocol?” she said, her eyes wrinkling at the corners as she smiled.

He shook his head. “It’s the law. Mouth like that needs the right care.” He placed another kiss on her mouth, then rolled until she lay on top. At last, his cock slid free.

She groaned. “I already miss him inside me.”

“Give me a few seconds to catch my breath. I’ll make sure he gets back where he belongs.”

“A few seconds?” She chuckled and arched an eyebrow. “You Superman?”

“No, just a cowboy. I’ve been a walking hard-on for days. Won’t take much to get him interested again.”

She kissed the side of his neck then raised her head to meet his gaze. “The offer still open?”

“For you to stay? Hell, yeah.”

“But there’ve got to be some ground rules.”

He narrowed his eyes, more than a bit amused she was turning his words back on him. “Shoot.”

“You have to let me contribute. You say I’m getting my money back, well, I want to pay my fair share.”

Cain didn’t want them to have their first argument, but there was something she had to understand. “I don’t want that money, Carina. It was his. Keep it to buy clothes, whatever you want, take out your little revenge against him by frittering it away—or save it in case you do need it someday. For as long as you’re with me, I’ll take care of what you need.”

“I don’t want to be a burden, and I don’t want to be that girl anymore.”

Cain framed her face with his hands. “He may have made you his trophy girl, but I’d never think of you like that. Never expect you to be or look a certain way. Just because I’m making the money right now doesn’t mean I won’t respect you.”

A frown marred her forehead. “I’ve never held a job,” she whispered.

He felt a pang inside his chest. She was so damn young. “I can think of plenty of ways you can earn your way here, baby.” He gave her a hard glare when her frown deepened. “You’ve got a dirty mind. I was talking about you helping me with this place. If you don’t mind painting, learning to lay tile, or cleaning up sawdust, those things would be a big help.”

She chewed her bottom lip. “I could cook. Do your laundry.”

He kissed the tip of her nose. “See? Sounds like a full-time job to me.”

She stared for a minute then sighed and rested her cheek on his shoulder. “I can’t get a job, anyway. Someday, he’ll come for me. If I wasn’t thinking with something other than my head, I’d be on a plane to some other country—one with gun laws and where people don’t know who the hell Joey works for.”

“You don’t have to run. I’ve got some ideas to keep you safe.” He filtered his fingers through her hair. “Trust me, darlin’. He’ll make a mistake. When he does, I’ll be there to nail his ass.”

Carina traced a finger around his nipple. Then she scratched the tip with her nail. “Your breathing sounds fine to me.”

So, she wanted to change the subject. Cain lifted her chin with his thumb and searched her face. “I’ll keep you safe, Carina. If you want this, with me, then I’ll do my part.”

Again, her eyes glanced shyly from beneath the dark fringe of her lashes. “I don’t want you because I feel safe, Cain. I kind of like being here. I like you.”

He hoped like hell that one day soon, she’d more than “like” him. Because he was pretty damn sure he was already in love.


Chapter Six
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Carina stood back and looked at the stripes of color she’d painted side-by-side on the wall of the spare bedroom. Cain had brought back little cans of paint in each color she’d selected from the paint chip samples from the local hardware store. Her job was to choose the room color—his way of letting her leave her imprint on the house.

She thought it a very sweet gesture. Perhaps the most romantic thing a man had ever done. Not that they’d spoken of the future, but she had the feeling like Cain intended for her to be here a long time.

Maybe they were both crazy. This should never work. He was a small town cop who’d never lived anywhere but Caldera, Texas. She was from Chicago and had never done anything of note—other than being the object of a bad man’s obsession. They shouldn’t work. But somehow, they did.

After the first night they’d made love, she’d thought, maybe, her fascination with the man would wane. That she’d discover he snored—he did, but not so loudly she didn’t think the sound was cute. That she’d find some disagreeable personal habit she couldn’t look beyond, but so far, he was perfect.

Too perfect. Kind, sexy, considerate. Was she looking at him through rose-colored glasses and simply not seeing his flaws?

Carina took a deep breath and looked at the stripes again. The hallway would be the same soft blue color as the living room below. Off-white was nice, but boring. Brown would make the cozy room look even smaller. Buttery cream would be beautiful, but next to it her skin looked green—so that would never do. What would happen if she painted the walls the pale yellow and he saw her against one? He might decide she wasn’t the prettiest thing he’d ever seen, as he told her often. The taupe might work—if she used touches of brown and blue and maybe pops of lime in the bedcovers and pillows.

And there she was imagining her future here, picking out the furnishings for a spare bedroom she might never see used. She glanced at the windows. Still wary of being seen from below, even after all these days, she wished she could take a walk outside so she could think of something besides Cain and the renovations. There. She’d admitted she was dissatisfied with something—mainly that she’d been cooped up far too long. Damn Joey Guiducci.

A door opened below, and she capped the paint cans and set her brush on a tray. Cain must be finished cutting the boards for the new doorframe for the mudroom, since the old frame was beginning to rot.

Relieved she could set aside her worries, she hurried downstairs. When she was with Cain, she didn’t have the ability to think. Happiness tended to sweep away the cobwebs—and his ready smile and swoon-worthy frame definitely made her happy.

He was setting down the boards over the center of the crawlspace opening when she walked in. His hair and chest were covered with bits of sawdust, and he smelled like freshly cut wood. A smell he carried to bed and which she loved.

He shot her a glance. “You pick a color?”

“I’m close.”

His mouth crimped together like he was trying not to smile.

She gave him a deep frown. “It’s not that easy. I want to choose the right one.”

“Did I say a word?”

“No, but you’re laughing at me. How’d you ever choose that blue?”

“I asked Sherry to choose a color. First one she said, I bought.”

“Seriously?” She stared. “If she’d chosen chartreuse, would you have painted it puke green?”

“Sherry has good taste. I knew she wouldn’t tell me something I’d hate.”

Irritation flashed, and she fisted a hand on her hip. “Maybe you should have let her choose the rest of the colors.”

Cain stood and brushed off his chest and arms. Then, before she could back away, he picked her up by the waist and walked her into the kitchen. He set her on the counter, pushed apart her legs, and stepped between them.

The moment she felt him press against her pussy, she sighed.

“Baby, you’re overthinking. I don’t care what damn color you paint the walls. I want you happy with it.”

“I like the butter cream, but I look green next to it.”

“You would never look green.”

She slipped the sample card from her back pocket and held it up beside her cheek.

His glance fell to the card then flicked to her cheek. “See what you mean.”

Her eyes began to fill.

“You’re not cryin’ over paint, are you?”

She slumped. “No, you don’t think I’m pretty with butter cream.”

His eyebrows pulled together as he stared. “You get your period?”

Her jaw dropped, and she slapped his shoulder. She opened her mouth to rail at him for being indelicate, but then she realized something. “We haven’t been using anything.”

“I know.”

“You knew, and you didn’t think to use something?” She pushed against his shoulders. “I was in a fire. My purse and my pills were burned to a crisp. I get a pass for being stupid. You don’t!”

He shook his head. “I don’t give a shit about your pills or a damn condom, because I’m all in, Carina. Herpes, babies, I don’t give a shit.”

“You can’t have thought that the first time…” His slow nod calmed her upset. Cain wasn’t stupid, and she owed him an apology for saying that, but now she knew he wasn’t just thinking about now or tomorrow, or even next week. Cain had purposely ignored protection—maybe he’d even planned to trap her that way. So, he had a flaw—being just a little sneaky. She could live with that one. She raised her chin. “I like the butter cream. I don’t care if I look like crap against it. I’m not sleeping in that room.”

“You finished?” he asked, his fingers already busy opening the button at the front of her jeans.

“Guess so,” she said, pulling her tee over her head.

“Damn convenient—you with no underwear.” He clutched the waist of her jeans and pushed.

She gripped the edge of the counter and lifted her butt to allow him to shove them down her legs. “You already work so hard, I’d hate to add another chore.”

When she was nude, he parted her thighs, gave her a hot glare, and then knelt.

Oh, she loved this part. Loved his mouth on her sex. Joey hadn’t bothered after their first few dates, but Cain seemed to enjoy the act nearly as much as she did. She widened her thighs and leaned backward, closing her eyes as his tongue traced her slit then fluttered against her clit.

He took his time, giving her long, languorous strokes with the flat of his tongue, then deeper, pointed thrusts inside her. All the while, his thumbs tugged and rasped at her folds and hardening knot. Just when her core tightened and she began the climb, he stood and shoved his jeans past his hips, freeing his cock.

She stared at his thick, hard shaft, and her breaths became short, labored pants. He gripped her buttocks and drew her off the edge of the counter, and she quickly wrapped her legs around his hips as he entered her. With the gentle crush of his hands, he controlled the depth of his thrusts, lowering her slowly, then raising her…then lowering her again.

Carina tossed back her hair and clung to his shoulders, letting loose a low growl because this sexy man was driving her crazy. Tall and strong, his movements were measured. He was rarely in a rush and never left her behind. For once, it was true—she was one lucky girl.

Cain strode to an open wall and leaned her against it. “This could get a little rough,” he said, his voice low and husky.

A shiver ran over her bare skin. “God, I hope so,” she said, tightening her grip around his hips.

“I like the way I feel, all up inside you, baby.”

“Sweet talk me all you want, but actions speak louder, cowboy.” She tightened her intimate muscles and gave him a slow squeeze.

“Damn, baby, do that again, and I can’t promise how long I’ll last.”

She grinned and gave him another, and that was all it took.

His face hardened, and his lips drew away from his teeth as he hammered her against the wall.

His phone chirped on the nightstand, and Cain left Carina dozing on the bed, a sheet twisted around her hips. Once he was padding down the stairs, he answered. “Whitfield, here.”

“Found the car, Cain.”

Josh’s voice sounded in his ear. “Where?”

“A hay barn on Jeremiah’s property. Near the canyon. Ran the plates. The Viper’s definitely his.”

His grip on the phone tightened. “Shit. So he’s still in the area.”

“And he’s likely scored a new set of wheels. Thought you should know. I’m adding another man to patrol. Looks like you’re not going anywhere for a while.”

Cain’s gaze went up the stairway, and he cussed under his breath. “We’d hoped he had given up. She’s getting a little stir-crazy. Guess we both are.” He raked a hand through his hair. “I’ll take a turn around the yard. Who’s on tonight?”

“Tank and Emerson. Me. We’ll all drive by. If you hear so much as a floorboard creak, you call.”

“Will do.” He rang off then sat on the steps. Well, shit. They couldn’t live like this indefinitely. Something had to give. Carina didn’t deserve living like a prisoner. He thought about waking her to tell her, but she was sleeping so soundly, he didn’t have the heart. So, instead, he crept back upstairs, found his jeans and a pair of boots, and quietly dressed in the kitchen. His glance went to the counter where he’d begun making love to her. She’d been so damn sexy, her lips pouting, her eyes scrunched as he’d eaten her out. Every time he went down on her, she got so damn excited, like she’d been given something special. He doubted that fucker she’d lived with had ever taken the time to see to her pleasure.

Maybe Cain couldn’t give her cars and jewelry, but he could love her the way she deserved. But first, he had to keep her safe. He headed to the garage and the toolbox he kept locked where he stored his sidearm and holster. He’d have to start wearing it again. Even if it upset Carina to see how serious the situation had become. Joey Guiducci was one stubborn bastard, but his jealous greed would get him killed. If he so much as showed his face near the house, Cain would make sure he’d never be a problem again.

Carina woke early, the sheets cool and Cain gone. She glanced toward the curtained window. Gray light filtered through a gap. Dawn. He’s up early.

She stretched and groaned. Her body ached, but in a good way. Sex with Cain was better than any gym workout. She was half-tempted to go back to sleep, but if he was up, he needed breakfast, and cooking was her job now. So she rose and dressed in blue jeans and a tee, smiling that having limited options meant she was ready in minutes. Still, she’d have to talk him into at least one shopping excursion. A girl needed makeup. And more than one change of clothing. He had yet to see her all done up. She liked the thought of surprising him. He thought she was beautiful just the way she was. He was cute. But he really had no idea…

After brushing her hair and her teeth she headed downstairs, halting at the kitchen door because he was there, sitting on a barstool, a dirty towel on the counter, the pieces of his pistol laid out as he applied oil to the barrel. All her warm and fuzzy feelings scattered.

As she caught her breath, she noted other things. His bare back was tense. He wore jeans and boots. Grass clippings clung to the soles of his boots. He’d been “walking the perimeter” again—what he called his turns around the yard. He did them every night, but now something was different. He was too stiff. He knew she was there—she hadn’t been quiet coming down the stairs—and yet, he hadn’t turned to give her a lazy smile.

“I’ll make breakfast,” she said softly, knowing he’d tell her what she needed to know when he was good and ready. And she might not like what he had to say. So, she gathered eggs and bacon from the refrigerator, bread from the pantry, and began preparing their meal.

Coffee was already made, half a pot still in the carafe, so he’d been up quite a while. She poured herself a cup, adding cream to kill the bitterness, and then stepped beside him as he completed putting together his weapon.

Her glance went to the one article of clothing she hadn’t seen him wearing in days. The holster attached to his belt. “Breakfast will be ready in a minute.”

“Thanks,” he said.

His voice sounded a little rusty, and she remembered the cool sheets. “Did you get much sleep?”

He shook his head then slid the Glock into the holster. Without looking her way, he said, “Baby, you remember the rules?”

She nodded, a chill shivering over her skin, lifting goose bumps. “Food’s ready,” she said, turning away. She returned to the stove and loaded his plate before preparing her own, although her appetite was gone. Still, she’d make a show of normalcy to keep him company.

He ate methodically, as though he didn’t want to eat, but knew he needed the sustenance.

She played with hers, mostly swallowing down the coffee. A mistake. Her nerves were already stretched, and when she lifted her fork, her hand shook.

Cain made a noise, took the fork from her hand, and then turned her seat to face him. “I won’t be going back to work anytime soon.”

Carina tried to still her shaking and meet his gaze. “He’s still here, isn’t he?”

He gave a terse nod. “A rancher found the Viper hidden in a barn.”

Dread settled in her already jumpy stomach. “So we don’t even know what he’s driving.”

His gaze trailed away. “Patrols have been stepped up.”

“You can’t go without sleep. We can take turns—”

“We’ll handle this, sweetheart.”

Her bottom lip trembled, and the tears she’d tried to hold back filled her eyes. “Why won’t he let me go?” She sniffed and rubbed a hand over her nose.

“I can’t answer that.” Cain picked up a napkin and dabbed at her nose.

She took the napkin and turned away to blow. “Sorry. You have enough worries without having to console me.”

His arms came around her, and he pulled her head to his shoulder. He let out a sigh. “All he has to do is make one wrong move. Give us a reason to arrest him.”

“And you’d keep him jailed for how long?” She shook her head. “He has great lawyers.”

“Just one wrong move,” Cain whispered, and then kissed her hair.

When she glanced up, she shivered. His face was drawn into harsh lines. This was the lawman. The one you didn’t cross. She was glad he was on her side. “What do you need me to do? And don’t say nothing.”

One corner of his mouth curved. “Being cooped up wearing on you?”

“It is. Has to be making you crazy, too. Playing bodyguard’s not something you signed up for.”

“I don’t know…” He tucked her hair behind her ears. “Job definitely has its perks.”

Silently thanking him for lightening her mood, she smiled.

He tipped her chin and placed a kiss on her mouth. “Thanks for breakfast. I’m going to make some calls. See what’s happening at the station. How about you stay upstairs today?”

“Away from the windows. I know. There’s still a baseboard that needs another coat of paint.”

“Only if you want to.”

She shrugged. “I like keeping busy. Funny, that used to mean getting a manicure or shopping. Having lunch with one of Joey’s friends’ wives. I like this better.”

He kissed the tip of her nose. “I still owe you underwear. We’ll make that shopping trip…soon.”

She stood and turned to walk away, and he slapped one side of her butt. She didn’t look back, but her face was warm and her heart lighter as she left the room.


Chapter Seven
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That night, Cain waited for the patrol car to pull up to the curb in front of his place before he padded toward the bedroom. Tank was keeping watch. Again. He’d texted Cain, telling him to get some shut-eye or whatever it was he wanted to do. He’d keep an eye out for “Joey G.”

As he walked, Cain checked out the trim next to the floor. Not a drip mark. She was a natural. He should tell her she could hire out as a housepainter. Only she couldn’t charge by the hour. She’d taken nearly the entire afternoon to complete the hallway. Every time he spied her, she was bent, her sweet round butt in the air as she diligently painted with a too-small brush, because she was determined the paint would go where she put it, not where it chose to drip.

The only light inside the bedroom came from the half-closed bathroom door, the sound of the shower alerting him where she was. He smiled. This was something they hadn’t done. Showering together. He stripped quickly, leaving his weapon on the nightstand and his clothes on the floor.

His cock hardened as he ogled the woman standing on the other side of the shower curtain hung from an oval ring above the tub. The curtain was opaque and white, but she was bent over, offering a pretty, muted view of her pink bottom.

When he whipped back the curtain, she straightened and squealed, then threw the cloth she’d been using at his chest. “Don’t do that!” Her gaze roamed downward. “Hey, don’t just stand there. Water’s getting on the floor.”

He stepped over the rim of the tub while eyeing her slick body. Soap bubbles slid in ropes down her soft belly. He liked her bossy tone, and he grinned wider when she turned and held up a bar of soap.

“Since I don’t have a back brush, you’ll have to do the honors.”

He let the cloth drop and soaped his hands, then began rubbing her back, working his way downward from her shoulders. When he reached the cute dimples just above her ass, he rinsed his hands and knelt to lick the small thumbprint hollows.

“What are you doing?” she asked. “The tub floor’s too slippery for any gymnastics.”

“Shut up,” he said. “Let a man enjoy himself.”

“Huh.”

Since she didn’t offer another rebuke, he continued his exploration, palming both cheeks before trailing his tongue up the narrow divide.

“Stop!” She stiffened and tried to step forward.

But he encircled her thighs with one arm and licked her again, although now she’d tensed, trying to restrict his access. He slipped a hand between her thighs and pushed upward until his fingers rubbed her folds. “Missed a spot,” he said.

“Glad you found it.”

He found her entrance and pushed a finger inside her.

Her thighs quivered, and she inched apart her feet.

He added a finger and swirled them, listening for the telltale gasp when he stroked just the right place.

Her hand slapped the wall for support. “Cain!”

“Carina!” He kissed her cheek. “How about you get on down here?”

With the water sluicing from above, she lowered to her knees, then with his hands guiding her, bent forward to place her hands on the bottom of the tub. “We’ll slide all over the place.”

“It is a problem,” he drawled as he blinked at the falling water. “Let me figure this out.”

Kneeling behind her, he continued to plunge his fingers inside her, waiting until her back lowered in the middle, raising her ass. Now she didn’t care how much slipping and sliding they might do. He thumbed apart her folds and guided his cock to the mouth of her entrance. Only he wasn’t quite ready to sink inside. At least, not there. “Trust me?”

“Not when your voice goes all growly like that.”

He gave a dirty chuckle. Then, while working her with the fingers and thumb of one hand, he traced her divide, moving slowly downward and gently rimming her tiny puckered hole.

She gave a throaty groan. “I hate you.”

“No, you don’t. You’re holding your breath. If you really wanted me to stop, you’d be yelling.”

“Think you know everything?”

He replaced the finger with his thumb and continued rubbing her tiny hole, then pushed his cock inside her channel slowly, or tried to.

She bumped backward, wiggling her butt to take more of him inside.

He let her think that was all he was going to do, pumped slowly in and out while he rubbed and rubbed. When she tossed back her head and bounced against him, he pushed his thumb inside.

“Cain!”

Her shout echoed in the bathroom, but he didn’t remove his digit. No, she was squeezing her inner muscles around him, small convulsions massaging his shaft as he thrust.

“Oh God, that feels so good. Oh fuck,” she whispered, going to her elbows and gasping as he quickened his strokes.

“That’s it, baby,” he said, rotating his thumb, massaging the rim of her tight little rosette. “Like that, do you?”

“I hate you. Yes, yes, yes,” she chanted, then grew rigid and issued a keening cry.

Before her orgasm waned, he pulled his thumb free and gripped the notches of her hips to hold her still as he pounded inside her. His little wildcat braced a hand against the wall of the tub and met his thrusts, tilting higher, taking him so deep he touched her cervix. Then he was gone, come spurting deep inside her.

Spent, he pulled her torso upward to cuddle her back against his belly. She reached behind and draped an arm behind his neck. He smoothed his hands over her belly and breasts, molding her curves, soothing them both until they could breathe evenly again.

Then she rested the back of her head against his shoulder, and he kissed her temple. “Still hate me?”

She pinched his thigh. “I know I’ll blush every time you smile at me.”

He reached beyond her to turn off the water.

“I don’t want to move,” she said, rubbing her cheek against his skin.

“Bed doesn’t sound good right now?” His cock began to slide from inside her.

She moaned.

He kissed her shoulder. “Up.” He dried them both then picked her up and carried her to the bed. He cast a glance at his weapon, and then lay on his back.

She scooted close and draped her arm and thigh over his body, then nuzzled his neck. In what felt like seconds, she was asleep.

Cain liked the feel of her against him. He never again wanted to sleep with his arms empty. He kissed the top of her hair then hugged her closer. He’d give himself an hour of rest before taking another turn around the house. Nothing was more important in his life now than the woman drooling on his chest.

Cain coughed then jerked awake in the darkness. Smoke filled his nostrils with his next inhalation.

Fire! He shook Carina awake. “We have to get out of the house.” He pushed her off the bed and followed her to the floor.

“Clothes.”

They both scrambled to dress. He found his jeans and slipped them on, then tossed her a tee. He felt for his weapon and slipped it into the back of his waistband then crawled to the door and touched it. No heat. Her hand touched his thigh. “Stay close. He reached up and twisted the handle, opening it a crack. Smoke swirled inside, but he saw no flames, although he did hear a distant crackle. “Keep quiet,” he whispered.

Beneath the smoke that hung in a heavy cloud above them, they crawled down one side of the hallway toward the staircase.

At the top, he looked down into the darkness. Moonlight filtered through the curtainless windows. He could see into the living room and the kitchen area. The space was clear. The fire had to be coming from the rear of the house.

“Let’s get to the garage. Stay behind me.” He rose with his back against the wall of the staircase and pulled his pistol from the waistband of his jeans. Holding his weapon in front of him, he began the descent. Where the hell was Tank? No sirens could be heard in the distance, so he knew Tank hadn’t called in the fire. His belly tightened. Joey was near. Maybe inside the house. He worried about Tank, but the woman clutching his waistband was his priority.

And the more he thought about where the fire was, the surer he was that Joey was funneling them toward the garage. Everything he’d needed to start the fire was right there: a can of gas, wood shavings on the floor. But Joey chose the back of the house. Unfortunately, the back door was out, likely engulfed in flames. The front? If Joey was near the garage door, he’d have a clear view of the front door, too. At the foot of the stairs, he pulled Carina close. “I need you to be brave,” he whispered in her ear.

She nodded, her hair rubbing his cheek.

“When we get to the mudroom, I need you to drop into the crawlspace under the house.”

She jerked a little away. “You’re not coming with me?”

“I have to finish this, babe. I need you safe.”

Her grip on his jeans tightened. “And me crawling under a burning house is safe?”

“You don’t have to go far. Once you’re under, move to the front side of the house and feel the bricks with your hands. There’s an access door. Push it out, keep close to the wall, and then run for the woods. Get somewhere safe and sit.”

“No, you come with me.”

Cain cupped her chin, lifting her face. He kissed her hard. “Let me do my job, Carina.”

She wanted to argue with him, he knew, because she drew another deep breath, but he pressed a finger over her mouth. “Do as I say. If I’m worried about you, I could get us both killed.”

He didn’t give her time to think up another argument. He grabbed her hand and pulled her behind him as he darted into the kitchen. He crouched below each window and made sure Carina did the same. Inside the mudroom, he scooted aside the plywood, and then handed her down into the space.

As she squatted, her gaze clung to his face. “It’s pitch black.”

He gripped her shoulders and faced her toward the front of the house. “This direction. Now, go.”

Once he saw her drop to her knees, he covered the hole and breathed. He centered himself, calming his heart, focusing on his surroundings. He stepped into the garage.

Carina crawled forward, stilling an immediate shriek when her face was covered with something light and sticky—a cobweb. Mother fucker. Fuck, fuck, fuck. She kept the litany of curses going through her mind. She didn’t dare whisper them, or they’d escalate to screams. Joey was out there. Cain was walking into a goddamn trap. Cain could die and it would be all her damn fault.

She should have listened to her mother. Should have sent Joey packing the first time he’d shown up in his expensive leather jacket and sleek boots. Should have spit in his eye when he’d given her a ring. She’d thought he would ask her to marry him, but he’d only wanted it on her hand to brand her when she was with his friends.

Her knee landed on a hard stone and she gasped, rearing upward. Her head struck a beam. Tears filled her eyes, but she couldn’t wipe them away because she knew her hands were dirty and would leave muddy streaks. A gleam of light pierced the darkness. She turned to glance to her right. The floor above her was glowing. And the sound that had been a distant crackle was now a roar as the fire consumed the wood. She had to get out. Now.

Again, she moved forward. Her hand struck brick, and she moved left, smoothing her palms over the rough surface to find the door he’d mentioned. Nothing. She moved to the right, toward the fire, her heart pounding faster and faster. At last, she felt the edge of a board and ran her fingers along the outline. A frame. She pushed at the center board and the door popped outward, landing with a soft thud on the grass outside.

But she held back, afraid to exit. Joey could be out there, waiting. She wasn’t sure what scared her more: her ex, or the fire roaring above her body.

In the distance, she heard a pop-pop, like firecrackers going off. Her heart stilled. Gunshots! She heard two more and jerked with each sound. Then silence. She held her breath, afraid to move. Another pop. This one louder, sounding closer—then footsteps rustling in the grass next to the house. Holding her breath, she eased beside the access door, hiding in the shadows, praying…

“Baby, you in there? Carina!”

At Cain’s shout, she sobbed and lurched toward the opening. Hands grasped her under the arms and pulled her the rest of the way through, and then she was lying across his lap as he rocked her against his chest. “It’s okay. It’s over. You’re safe, baby. Shhhh.”

Carina clutched his arm and snuggled closer, wishing she could crawl right inside him. His strong arms surrounded her, squeezing the breath out of her. In the distance, she heard sirens.

“We have to move away from the house.”

He was right, heat seared the skin of her back. He struggled with her weight, but got to his knees, then rose, carrying her in his arms toward the street and the squad car with its open door.

A figure sat against the front wheel. Cain’s friend, Tank Owens.

He rubbed his head. Blood poured from a cut on his forehead.

Cain set her on her feet. “You okay?”

She pulled at the hem of her tee. Tank was eyelevel with her ass. “I’m fine. He looks worse,” she said, aiming her chin at Tank’s injury.

“Damn, I’m fucking useless,” Tank said. “Bastard got the drop on me. Was going to take a walk around the yard, and I got popped. Never saw it coming.”

“That’s what he used.” Cain kicked a two-by-four lying on the ground.

Carina tugged on his arm. “I heard shots.”

Cain stiffened. “He opened fire the minute I stepped into the garage. All I could do was dive for the floor. When I came back up, I just made out his shadow.” He swallowed and looked away.

She turned to stare at the house. His pretty Victorian would be a charred mess come sunrise. “He still in there?” she asked, keeping her tone even.

He gave a sharp nod.

“Good.” Tension drained, and she swayed.

Cain glanced downward. “Damn, Tank, pop the trunk. I need a blanket.”

“Don’t on my account,” his friend said, giving her a little waggle of his eyebrows.

His wince was very satisfying. Another thought occurred. “My money!”

Cain’s lips twisted then flattened into a straight line. “Sorry, sweetheart. It’s gone.”

She thought about it for a moment. Then she shrugged. “It was bad luck, anyway.”

He placed the blanket around her shoulders, catching the ends near her chin and tugging her forward. “Told you before. You don’t need it. I’ll take care of you.”

Carina tilted her head to the side. “Think your girlfriend, the mayor, can find me something else to wear?”

Cain laughed and hugged her against him.

Trucks and squad cars began arriving, barreling down the drive. And although there was a distant hydrant, the house was too engulfed. Water from the hoses hissed as it hit the flames.

The sheriff strode toward Cain, his glance landing on her wrapped in a blanket and Cain’s arms. “This thing finished?”

“Yes, sir.”

He nodded, and then reached into his pocket. “You can take my truck. Keys to my house are on the ring, too. Worry about where you’re going to sleep tomorrow.”

“Thanks, boss.”

“No, thank you,” the sheriff said. “Those extra patrols were eating up my budget.” He laughed and turned away, making a beeline to the fire chief standing next to the pumper truck.

Carina leaned against her man’s broad chest. She wondered if maybe there’d been a moment. A choice he’d had to make about whether Joey was worth arresting. If he’d been quick to pull the trigger, she didn’t want him harboring any guilt. “Thank you, Cain,” she said softly.

Cain turned her and bent his head, touching their foreheads together. “You know, you’re free now, sweetheart. Whatever you want to do, wherever you want to be.”

She laid her palm against his cheek. “If it’s okay with you, then I’d like to stay.”

His eyes reflecting the fiery blaze, he kissed her hard.

“Uh, buddy. That blanket’s slipping.”

She and Cain didn’t bother aiming frowns at Tank. They leaned together, arms wrapped tightly around each other’s bodies, and laughed.
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Cain gave a chirp of his siren as he pulled into the drive. He cut the engine before glancing upward at the tin roof topping a pretty white limestone house. The front door opened and Carina walked outside, her arms going wide as she stood on the front porch. “Well, what do you think?” she asked, as he stepped out of his patrol car.

He narrowed his gaze at the latest listing. Three bedrooms. Two full baths. Vaulted ceiling in the main room, newly renovated kitchen. On paper, this one held promise. The last house they’d seen was an old ranch house, two story with clapboard siding and a front porch that leaned. “Looks sound,” he said.

“Plenty of nice improvements, too,” she said. “An updated kitchen. Even has a pretty island with a second stovetop. Great for entertaining.”

Cain grunted. Then he turned and gave her second look, taking in her entire length. He drew a long, unsteady breath.

Carina fluttered her mascara’d eyelashes. “I went shopping,” she said, then blew him a kiss from her rose-colored lips.

The woman was going to kill him stone-cold dead. Her hair was perfectly straight, so glossy dark some strands looked blue. She wore a gauzy top in deep sunset colors over skinny jeans and a brand new pair of cowboy boots. She was a vision. The prettiest thing he’d ever seen—on-screen or in real life. “Baby, you are so beautiful.”

She rolled her eyes. “Glad you like, but what about the house?”

He drew a deep breath. This was the house she deserved. “You want to show it to me?”

He followed her throughout the rooms, letting her go on and on about its many attributes. When she’d finished, she closed the door and turned the key. Cain waited, wondering what was going on, because she took an extra moment before facing him. When she did, she placed her hands on her hips and got that stubborn look on her face. The one that told him she was prepared to argue.

Her gaze narrowed. “The house is perfect.”

Cain kept his smile hidden. “That it is. We can walk in and not have to do a thing.” He gave her a steady look while he studied her expression.

Her eyebrows drew together. “It’s too perfect.”

“Is it?” He smiled, hoping against hope about what she’d say next.

“Yeah. We’ll both be bored to death.”

“Will we?”

“The place has no personality, and no—”

“Butter cream?”

She blinked, and then a smile curved her perfectly painted mouth. “No butter cream,” she repeated, nodding. “You’ll probably call me all kinds of crazy—”

“Never!” He had to bite back a laugh.

“But I like that dump we saw yesterday. The one with the leaning porch.”

Her shoulders were raised and her face scrunched like she expected him to laugh at her.

“Thank God,” he blurted.

“Really?”

“Hell, yeah. I just didn’t want you worried we’d be taking on a money pit with no end.”

“I liked working on the old house. I liked painting.” She rested a hand on his forearm. “And I want to learn to do things, Cain.”

He let out a whoop and picked her up, twirling her around and around while she laughed.

When he put her down, she swayed. “Maybe we’re both crazy. But I know I’m crazy in love with you, Cain Whitfield.”

Cain held still and let her words sink in, enjoying the burn that filled his chest. “I think that house would be the perfect place for a man and his wife to set down roots and raise a family.”

Her eyes shot wide. “Are you asking me to marry you?”

“Since I plan on making babies with you, the marrying comes first.”

“That the protocol?” She tilted her head to one side.

“It’s the law.”

She walked her fingers up the buttons of his shirt and gave him another flirty look from her deep brown eyes. “Cain’s law?”

He flashed her a smile. “Damn straight, woman.” He hugged her against his side and pulled her down the pathway toward the driveway. “Better call the agent.”

She laughed. “No need. I already told her we’d be making an offer on the other house.”

He chuckled. “Think you know me that well?”

Carina wrinkled her nose. “Baby, I know you like leaving your mark.”

He patted her ass. “Mmm-hmm. That I do…”

The End
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Nothing about the last seven days made any sense.

Callahan “Rook” Lawe leaned his forearm against the pane framing the large living room window and peered out at the fifty-two hundred acre Texas ranch he co-owned with his brother Remy. Cattle grazed in the pasture to the left. Horses galloped in the corral on the right. A dozen ranch hands tended to chores between the sturdy old barn in need of a paint job and the new twenty-four stalled stable with an indoor riding ring.

At first glance, everything appeared normal; livestock did their thing, ranch hands hustled around doing theirs. Nothing out of the ordinary except power outages, missing mail, a busted window. All small things his brother insisted he could handle.

So Rook had let him.

After all, the secret training facility hidden underneath the stable was Remy’s brainchild. The state-of-the-art underground bunker was used by the government, state, three letter agencies, and the military. Hell, even he had trained here for ten days with his team last year.

But, unlike then, something just wasn’t right now.

Hence his impromptu trip home last week. Rook prided himself on solving the unsolvable. He wasn’t leaving the ranch until he uncovered the person, or people, involved in the sabotaging.

His eight year stint as a Navy SEAL had trained him to endure, overcome, adapt, and find solutions. And even though he’d dropped his packet and retired from the teams two months ago, he continued to use his skill set as an agent for the Knight Agency run by one of his former commanders, Jameson Knight.

Granted, he’d only completed one simple protection detail in Atlanta when things started to hit the fan in Texas. Hell, he hadn’t even stepped foot in Camelot, KA’s headquarters near Alexandria, Virginia, or met all his fellow agents. Yet. But he would eventually.

After he figured out who the hell tried to kill his brother.

“You don’t need to babysit me, Rook.” Younger by two years, Remy put the S in stubborn.

He turned around and noted the permanent frown normally creasing his brother’s face deepened into a scowl as he glared from the couch.

“My shoulder’s broken, not my ability to defend myself.”

It was on the tip of Rook’s tongue to point out that, if that was true, he wouldn’t have suffered a concussion or broken bone. But, that was unfair.

According to Remy, he’d been in the process of rescuing kittens from the barn roof when someone had knocked the ladder out from underneath. His brother was ex-CIA and a highly trained former Green Beret. Nothing got past him. Cripes. The guy was born with more Spidey sense than Peter Parker.

So the incident only added to the strange occurrences. All the ranch hands and trainers had been vetted and hired by his brother when he’d converted their ranch into a covert training facility over two years ago.

Could one of them have turned on Remy?

And where the hell had the kittens come from? His brother insisted they didn’t have any. Rook’s gaze drifted to the two scrawny felines currently curled up and napping content as could be on Remy’s lap.

Apparently, they did now. Two of them.

He shifted his gaze to his brother’s face. Brown hair and brown eyes, inherited from their mother’s side, were always a chick magnet—that and Remy’s sense of humor. All of which had changed with his fiancé’s murder two years ago. His hair was no longer up to military regulation, and his eyes were…for a lack of a better word…closed. Warm, friendly, open—none of those adjectives described his brother’s gaze. So, it was good to see a slight softening in Remy’s features as he lifted his good hand to pet the gray striped kitten and its calico sister. Maybe the mysterious kittens were a good thing.

Rook blew out a breath and dropped into the chair across from the couch. “I never said you couldn’t defend yourself.”

“Then why are you here?” Remy’s brow quirked. “You just started with the Knight Agency. I don’t want you jeopardizing your job over me. Burly and I can handle things.”

A snicker rumbled up his throat. “He’s a cook. A spatula isn’t going to do much good if bullets fly.”

Chip Burly had been buddies with their grandfather. They’d known the man their whole lives. For as incredible as he was at grilling, the seventy-year-old lacked the skill needed to hit a target with a bullet. “Burly can’t shoot for shit.”

Remy’s lips twitched. “He can now. He’s been taking advantage of the facility.”

It was Rook’s turn to lift a brow. “Someone’s a miracle worker then.”

“Yeah.” His brother nodded. “So, you can head back to Virginia. I’ll be fine.”

No sooner had the words left Remy’s mouth when a loud explosion boomed outside, and the accompanying percussion rattled every window in the house. The kittens shot off the couch and squeezed under his chair as Rook jumped to his feet, gun in hand, and rushed out onto the porch, his brother on his six. They raced to the side of the house, then stopped dead.

A plume of white and gray smoke spiraled into the air above what used to be Rook’s truck.

“Son-of-a-bitch,” he growled, his gaze combing the area for any sign of the perpetrator. But his gut told him whoever just toasted his truck used a remote detonator.

“Sorry, bro.” Remy cupped his shoulder, his face tight with anger. “She was a beauty. Looks like I might not be the only target.”

He turned to stare at his brother. “I’m not leaving until we get to the bottom of this.”

To his relief, Remy nodded.

Amongst the chaos of ranch hands running to the fire with extinguishers, trainees spilling out from the stable, and Remy heading to meet a pale Burly who rushed from the side door on the kitchen, Rook holstered his gun and pulled out his phone to call his boss. Knight had told him to report any incidents.

The bombing of his truck more than qualified.

“Rook, I was just about to call you,” the commander informed.

Knight had that same kind of sixth sense as his brother. But now Rook wondered if something had happened to Remy’s. That was twice he hadn’t clued into the threats.

As he watched the last of the fire burn out, he recanted the latest to his boss. Unease settled deep. The perpetrator was still here. Watching. He studied every face, but they all appeared suspicious.

“Between you and Remy, you’ve pissed off more than your fair share of criminals,” Knight remarked after he’d mentioned the bomb. “You think it’s one of the trainees?”

He ran a hand through his hair and nodded. “Yes. Has to be. Even though Remy said the incidents started before the groups came in.”

His boss grunted. “Probably to throw you off. How many trainees are you talking?”

“Four man S.W.A.T. team from Phoenix,” he replied. “And a six person security team from a Miami shipping company. We spent the last two days going through the files, but found no personal connections.”

“Brooke can fly Sam there in four hours—”

“No,” he cut Knight off. “Thanks. But, we’ll figure this out. Besides, Sam’s place is with his very pregnant wife. How is Lisa?”

He hoped shifting the focus to Knight’s oldest daughter would put an end to sending another agent. They’d stand out. Besides, he could take care of himself. And even though Remy was injured, his brother was still deadly.

“Good, but antsy.” Knight’s chuckle filled his ear.

A grin tugged Rook’s lips at the thought of his tough former SEAL buddy becoming a dad. The guy had bigger balls than Rook thought. Not only had Sam secretly courted the commander’s oldest daughter, he’d gotten her pregnant. Technically, the courting happened years ago, and they split up. But after reuniting on a case last year, the two hooked up again, right under the commander’s nose. “Shouldn’t be long now.”

“Another month,” Knight replied. “Listen, you sure you’re okay?”

He should’ve known better. The commander was un-sidetrack-able. “Yes.” He strode toward his brother who was directing two of the trainers to photograph the debris. Time to change the subject again. “Why did you call, sir?”

Hesitation on the line was never a good sign. “I was going to ask for your help, but you’ve got your hands full.”

“My help?” He stopped dead.

“Yes. As we discussed, Sam and Lisa are out of the rotation. Brooke and the other girls are out on assignments. And Nikki is recovering with her fiancé down in Florida.”

He stilled at the mention of his friend’s name. “She’s engaged to Cage again?”

His brother met his gaze from across the twisted rubble.

“Yes.”

A full smile spread across his lips, gaining a frown from his brother. “That’s good news.”

Great news, actually. Sam had introduced him to Nikki Locke last year. The woman was beautiful, smart, courageous as hell…and broken. Rook could never resist helping a warrior. She had trust and intimacy issues, and he had been her friend, which later turned into more. But he knew their companionship would never go further, and he was fine with that. She was in love with her ex-fiancé Cage, and Rook was a SEAL. He didn’t do relationships. Been there. Done that. Disaster happened.

“Yes,” Knight replied. “The two of them might open up a satellite office in Jacksonville.”

“That’s great, sir,” he replied, and meant it. “So, what did you need from me?” He turned from the debris and headed back toward the porch.

“To protect a witness for a week or two while you’re at your ranch.”

Damn.

He didn’t want to turn his boss down. Could he even afford to? He’d only done one job. Hell, he was still in the probation period with the agency. Rook pinched the bridge of his nose and released a breath. How hard could the detail be? He could keep the mark sequestered in the house. But would the guy be safe from the threats on the ranch?

He was a SEAL. Of course he could.

“I can do that, sir.” Rook stepped onto the porch and leaned against a rail, crossing his booted feet at the ankles as his brother joined him. With a slight shake of his head, he held Remy’s questioning gaze. “Who am I protecting, and when?”

“We’re calling her Ms. Swanson. She’s a schoolteacher who witnessed a mob hit. I need to get her out of Virginia as soon as possible.”

A woman? Damn. Remy wasn’t going to be thrilled.

“I’ll pull Brooke from her case long enough to fly your mark out to you tomorrow.”

Tomorrow? He glanced at the sun sloping in the sky and swallowed a curse. Then another. That only gave him a few hours until sunset to gather evidence from what was left of his new truck.

He had a late night ahead.

“Are you sure about this, Rook?” Knight asked.

Shit. He didn’t want his boss doubting him. “Yes, of course, sir.”

“All right. And it’s probably best if you tell your brother and Burly so they don’t pressure you to send her away. I know you can trust them.”

“Yes, sir.” They’d certainly question his sanity for bringing a woman to the ranch with threats going on.

“I’m emailing you the file now,” Knight stated. “I’ll text you the arrival specifics in the morning.”

His phone dinged at the same time the call ended.

“Did you seriously just accept a job?” Remy’s eyebrow disappeared under his hair.

Rook eyed the activity on the side of the house, making sure no one was within earshot. Might as well get it all out. He glanced back at his brother and nodded. “Yes. Protection detail. I’m watching her here.”

“Her?” Remy’s voice rose. “Ah, hell, Rook. Don’t we have enough trouble without bringing some scared chick to the ranch?”

“It’s my job, Remy. You told me not to stop working.”

“Yeah, but that was before I knew you’d bring your work home with you.”

Rook couldn’t help it; he laughed. “Sorry, dear, didn’t know the ranch was off limits.”

Remy flipped him the bird exactly when Burly stepped onto the porch.

“You two playing nice?” The cook grinned.

“My idiot brother just told his boss he’d protect a witness at this ranch.”

Burly’s thick white eyebrows lifted, along with his shoulder. “I’ll admit the timing’s off, but it is his job, Remy.”

Rook folded his arms across his chest and stared Remy down. “Yes, and I gave my word, so there’s no pulling out.”

“I’d feel better if it were a guy.” His disgruntled sibling dropped into an Adirondack chair and scowled out at the pasture.

He couldn’t agree more. “Me too.”

“You’re watching a lady?” Burly’s smile widened. “Now I see the problem. Remy’s afraid she’ll fall in love with him, like they all do.”

Anger tightened his brother’s jaw and thinned his lips.

Rook grinned. “You’re irresistible, bro. What can I say?”

It was true. His brother’s concern wasn’t unfounded. On more than one occasion, the women Remy had worked with, protected, or lately, trained, fell for him without provocation. But Remy was still too shattered over losing Celine to open himself up.

Burly eased into another chair and faced Remy. “One of these days, the right one will come along and make you enjoy life again. Mark my words, boy. And there’s nothing you can do about it.”

“Watch me,” Remy muttered, his white-knuckled grip on the chair as tight as his jaw.

The signs were there. His brother was about to take flight.

Rook decided to cut him a break. “Not all women want to jump your bones, bro. So relax. This one’s a schoolteacher. Maybe even a married one.” Although, he knew marital status had never stopped women from making passes at his brother in the past. He lifted his phone and opened his email to stare at a picture of his mark.

“Damn.”

His heart rocked in his chest.

Hard.

The photo of a stunning woman with brown hair, delicate features, and the most incredible light blue eyes filled his screen.

“That can’t be good,” Remy drawled. “She’s pretty, isn’t she?”

Beautiful. The woman was damn beautiful.

Rook cleared his dry throat and nodded. “Yeah.” He knew he should twist the phone around and show his brother, but he hesitated, wanting to keep the beauty to himself a bit longer.

Which was a damn stupid notion. He didn’t want to get attached to his mark any more than his brother wanted the mark to get attached to him. He turned his cell toward Remy and Burly.

His brother cursed. “Is she married?”

Rook twisted the phone back around and continued to skim the email. “No.” The small shaft of warmth filling his chest was purely due to the fact he didn’t have to worry about her trying to sneak a call to a loved one. He glanced at the rest of her history. “She’s twenty-eight, one brother, parents are deceased.”

Burly’s clap echoed down the porch. “She sounds perfect. Just what this place needs.”

“Yeah, just what Rook needs. Not me.” Remy shook his head and rose to his feet. “I’ll worry about the ranch. Good luck protecting her, bro. I’ve the feeling you’re going to need it.”

A protest shot up Rook’s throat, but died on his lips as her photo regained his attention. He had a sinking feeling his damn brother was right.
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Tarah Lynch was having a bad week.

Six days ago, there had been an attempt on the life of a former stripper under her protection from one of the East Coast mafia families. Her mission as an agent for the Knight Agency was simple. Protect the young woman at all costs.

Done.

Except, when the guy shot at Tarah, she shot back. She didn’t have a choice. It was self-defense. Her bullets just happened to hit her target. Her stint in the army, plus her KA training, sealed that deal.

With a disheartened breath, she blew a strand of hair from her face and grimaced. Too bad the gunman was the mob boss’s son. Usually, higher ups in the family hired a hitman, or sent a soldier or a captain to do their dirty work. It wasn’t her fault he chose to take care of business himself.

Or that she was a crack shot.

She eyed the coffee mugs in the breakroom sink at Camelot, the Knight Agency headquarters, then fished a hair tie from her pocket. Good. Work. Tarah cleaned when she was nervous. And, yeah, she was nervous. Washing the two cups wouldn’t keep her busy for long, but at least it was something to do while she waited for her boss, Jameson Knight, to come out of his office and explain why he’d called her in to Camelot.

The ordinary building in the middle of a row of Alexandria factories served as headquarters. It was bigger than their old place up in Georgetown. Which was good, considering they were growing, adding more knights to infiltrate, protect, retrieve, and investigate non-government sanctioned assignments. She and the other agents loved that congressional committees, politics, none of that affected KA. Her boss did try to cooperate with the government agencies whenever possible, though. Her protection detail had been in direct relationship with the FBI.

Swallowing a sigh, she filled the sink with water and squeezed the soap bottle a little too hard. Bubbles multiplied at an alarming rate over the water’s surface. She cut the tap, but it was too late, they were out of hand.

Like her life.

No matter how hard Tarah tried to fix her mistakes, she tended to make them worse. Yanking the plug on the drain, she scoffed at the water disappearing with a swirl of suds. Too bad she couldn’t pull the plug on her bad luck. She wouldn’t mind removing some of that from her life.

The Feds weren’t happy with her. She’d killed their suspect. Thirteen months of undercover work had died with Salvatore Serrano, Junior. They’d had their sights on the aficionado’s father, but without young Sal, their pipeline to papa was gone.

At least her boss wasn’t upset. Much.

“Hi, sis.” Her brother TJ emerged from his “den” of computers off to the side to pull her in for a hug.

Three years younger than her, he was blessed with red hair—like the grandmother they never knew—a brain like Einstein, and enough good luck for them both. Except for when the MIT graduate got caught hacking into the Pentagon’s mainframe and faced Federal prison a few years back.

Tarah figured that had to be her fault, too. Somehow.

Thankfully, Jameson Knight had stepped in, had the Federal sentence wiped out, and put her brother to work. Which was good, since their parents were dead, and she had been overseas playing army and not around to help.

“Didn’t know you were coming in today.”

She returned the hug. “I wasn’t supposed to, until Knight called me in.” With a quick squeeze, she moved out of the embrace to finish washing the cups.

“Don’t sweat it.” TJ leaned against the counter, folded his arms, and winked. “Bossman already declared your shoot righteous.”

Nodding, she rinsed and dried the mugs. If only there was a wash-rinse-repeat for agents. Although, she wouldn’t do anything different with young Sal. He’d drawn on her, she fired back. It had been him or her.

She chose her.

After setting the mugs in the cupboard, she worked on ridding the sink of bubbles in an attempt to clean up her mess. With any luck, the boss would hand her a shit job, desk duty, anything other than calling her in to be fired.

“Ah, good, Tarah, you’re here.” Jameson Knight exited his office in his normal brisk, precise gait.

Tall, broad, fit, he was a force to be reckoned with, and his shrewd blue gaze could draw a confession from even the most hardened criminal. She’d witnessed it countless times over her two years with the agency. She’d also witnessed how those same blue eyes, and his graying temples, rendered women stupid. It was quite comical to watch. No one would ever guess he was about to be a grandfather next month.

His eldest daughter Lisa, a Knight agent, and her husband Sam Gentry, also an agent, were expecting their first baby in four weeks.

“TJ, come on, join us. Brooke is on her way in.” Knight motioned toward the round table in the middle of the warehouse where they traditionally held meetings.

Tarah took her seat, breathing a little easier at the mention of Brooke. If the lead agent was coming in, then it meant this meeting was about a mission. Not a firing. Although, Jameson Knight had more class than to fire someone in public. If he was going to let her go, he would’ve called her into his office.

“Isn’t Brooke still in Florida finishing up her assignment with that Detective Delaney?” her brother asked, dropping into his seat, full grin showing his pearly whites.

The goof.

Knight, Brooke, Sam, Lisa, and her brother had all been in Florida at Nikki’s bedside where she was recovering from a near fatal gunshot wound—until Tarah had called with her dilemma. Brooke had stayed behind for some down time while the rest had returned to Virginia.

Because of her. And her mess.

Until this last assignment, Tarah had carried out her orders clean and without incident, despite spurts of bad luck. She always completed her jobs, and Knight had never once complained about her performance.

But, this time, she deserved a reprimand. She should’ve been prepared for the attack, and should’ve recognized the gunman. Hell, Junior’s photo was in her files. But, he’d grown a beard, and his hair hadn’t been slicked ba—

“What’s done is done, Tarah,” Knight cut into her thoughts with a sharp tone. “D.C. is in the past. FBI will handle it from here.” He stared at her from across the table, his gaze intense and unwavering, silently demanding a response.

She hooked her feet around the chair legs and nodded. “Yes, sir.”

“Good.” He gave a brisk nod as he glanced from her to her brother, then back again. “Now, let’s get down to business.”

Here it comes. Desk-duty.


Chapter Two
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“I’ve got another job for you.”

Tarah’s head jerked back. Knight was sending her back out into the field?

Steel blue eyes narrowed briefly, but he passed her and TJ a file without acknowledging her surprise. “Brooke is coming in to fly you to Texas to help Rook.”

Rook?

She frowned. “I thought he was on leave or something.”

A former SEAL, Rook was a buddy of Sam’s who’d recently joined the agency, but, so far, he and Tarah had yet to cross paths. Last she’d heard, the cowboy had headed back to Texas to help his brother.

“Sort of.” TJ drummed his fingers on the file. “He went home because his brother took an unexpected swan dive off the barn. Right, bossman?”

Knight nodded. “Yes. The two of them own a ranch that trains agents from all walks of law enforcement. His brother Remy runs the place, and last week, he suffered a broken shoulder and concussion when someone knocked a ladder out from under him.”

That would explain her brother’s unexpected remark. She flipped open the file and stared at a snapshot of a handsome man with brown hair and an easy grin that never reached his brown eyes.

Remy Lawe.

Former Green Beret. Former CIA. Thirty. Single. His features were almost chiseled. He’d obviously been through hell. She flipped to the next page, and breath caught in her throat at the photo of the Knight agent she had yet to meet.

Callahan “Rook” Lawe.

Damn, Rook was handsome. Jet black hair, high cheekbones, gorgeous blue eyes, and a strong jaw she’d wager always needed a shave. Former SEAL. Thirty-two. Single.

A fact she’s already known, but it still sent warmth to her heart.

Stupid heart.

He was her coworker. And judging by the width of his shoulders and set jaw, he was a force to be reckoned with.

If someone was targeting Remy, then Rook was more than qualified to protect his brother. The former SEAL’s presence, even in a photo, was imposing. It didn’t quite make sense why Knight was sending her, unless…there was more.

“What else has happened, sir?” She raised her chin.

A slight twitch to Knight’s lips was an indication he appreciated her astuteness. “Besides missing mail, power outages, and kittens mysteriously showing up at the ranch, yesterday, Rook’s truck blew up.”

TJ lurched forward. “What?”

“Is he all right? Was anyone injured?” she asked, her heart strangely lodged in her throat.

Knight shook his head. “No one was inside. It was parked in the driveway.” A line etched between his brows. “I offered help on several occasions, but the stubborn fool turned me down. I was prepared to let him handle his family’s business, but not now. Not when one of my agents is threatened. That’s why I’m sending you, Tarah.”

She straightened in her seat. “Yes, sir. What do you want me to do? Help him investigate? Protect him and Remy? Does he have a list of names I can start on?”

“No.” Knight stared at her. “He doesn’t know you’re coming. Exactly.”

She cocked her head and frowned. “What do you mean?”

Instinct told her she wasn’t going to like the answer.

“Rook doesn’t want any help, but he’s getting it anyway.”

“I don’t understand.” But she tensed her shoulders because she had a sinking feeling she did.

“I got him to agree to help me with a protection detail.”

Shit.

“Today, at noon, he’s expecting Tarah Swanson, witness to a mob hit.” He thrust his finger toward her file. “It’s all in there.”

“Oh, look, sis, you’re a schoolteacher from D.C.” TJ flashed her a grin. “Wow, you really are tough. Some of those districts are rough.”

She ignored her brother and skimmed the next page in the folder. Her page.

“Memorize your profile,” Knight said. “Rook has never met you, and you need to lay low until we can assess the fallout from Serrano, so this is a win/win.”

TJ’s snicker echoed through the empty warehouse. “No, bossman, it’s priceless. Rook thinks he’s protecting Tarah from mobsters, when Tarah is actually there to protect Rook from this unknown bomber.”

“Protect, and investigate.” Knight sat back in his chair and steepled his fingers. “I need you to equip Tarah with a burn phone, and one of those bracelet communicator things you gave Nikki.”

“Will do.” TJ sprang to his feet and disappeared into his pit.

She was thrilled to have an assignment, but hated being dishonest to a fellow agent. With determination setting her shoulders, she turned back to her boss and opened her mouth.

“No, Tarah. It has to be this way.”

Damn man was a mind reader.

He leaned closer. “Rook made it very clear he didn’t want help. But he’s getting it anyway.”

“Surely, once I arrive and introduce myself, he wouldn’t turn me away.”

Knight’s lips split into a grin as he barked out a laugh. “The man is stubborn as hell. And a former SEAL used to relying on himself. He’s damn good. I trained him that way. So, no, he would not think twice to toss you over his shoulder and carry you back on the plane.”

She’d like to see him try.

But kept the comment to herself.

“I’m sorry to put you in this position, Tarah, but you’re going to have to pretend to be that schoolteacher, do what Rook tells you, all while guarding his six.” His brows drew together. “Can you do that?”

She lifted her chin. “Of course, sir.”

At least she sounded surer than she felt. But, Rook was one of them, and she’d lay down her life for Jameson, Lisa, Sam, Brooke, TJ, Nikki, Sharon, and Knight’s youngest daughter Kenzi. So, the same would hold true for Rook.

“Good. Now, you’d better get ready. Brooke is due any minute. You fly in thirty.”

Which left her little time to prepare.

She nodded, gathered her file, and headed to wardrobe to pick out schoolmarm clothes. If only she knew what the modern day teachers wore. Five minutes later, she returned to the common area, suitcase in one hand, and a carryon bag loaded with her weapons, ammo, and a few gadgets.

“Looking ever so lovely, Ms. Swanson.” Her brother approached with a grin. “I’d leave you an apple for sure.”

She snickered. “Who you kidding, TJ? You’d eat it and leave the core.”

“True.” He laughed. “How about I give you this instead?” A silver bangle bracelet dangled from his hand. “You do remember how to use this, right?”

She held out her wrist. “Yes. And I know it’s waterproof, fireproof, and bulletproof.” Her brother and Kenzi had designed the gadget to be inconspicuous, but effective for communicating when a phone wasn’t an option.

He slipped the pretty gadget on. “Just remember, my heart is always in the right place.”

She laughed. He referred to the medium-sized heart, which housed a mini, fully functioning smart phone. She lifted up on tip-toe to kiss his face. “I know it is.”

“So, how perfect is this? You’ve never met Rook, so you can go undercover to protect the big guy.”

She wouldn’t call it perfect. More like unfortunate. Despite having never met, she knew enough about Sam’s friend to know the former SEAL wouldn’t appreciate deceit.

And she was stuck right in the middle of it.
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As the Gulfstream taxied to a stop, Tarah glanced out the window at the private north Texas airstrip. Clear blue sky, desert, tumbleweeds, a small but decent hangar, and one building in the middle of nowhere. Perfect. Just the sort of location one would expect an agent to hand over a witness.

Brooke emerged from the cockpit with an arched brow. “Ready to play damsel in distress?”

Tarah smirked as she rose from her seat and stretched. “Yes, although, it’s not exactly my favorite persona to assume. Still, as far as assignments go, I’ve drawn worse.”

By far the deadliest and prettiest of all Knight agents, her dark-haired friend strolled closer and grinned. “Guarding a former Navy SEAL? Yeah, I’d say you could do a lot worse. They put the S in stamina. And from what little Nikki divulged of her time with him, Rook has it in spades.”

She had to admit, she was quite curious to meet the man who’d helped one of their fellow agents through some tough times last year. He had to be special for Nikki to befriend him. “Whatever he has, I’m just glad the guy helped her overcome her past and move on to reunite with Cage.”

Brooke’s dark ponytail bobbed with her curt nod. “She deserves to be happy.”

“True.” Nikki was now re-engaged to her former fiancé, and starting up a satellite office in Florida.

Knight Agency was spreading out.

“Same goes for Rook.” A fleeting smile ghosted her friend’s lips.

Unease whispered down Tarah’s spine. She shook it off. Brooke Hudson didn’t do secrets. The lethal beauty was a black and white, up front, hard-nosed agent.

This business with the damn shooting last week was making Tarah paranoid.

She straightened the hem of her blue floral blouse and smoothed the creases from her white capris. “That may be, but I’m not here to get to know Rook in that capacity. I’m here to keep him and his brother safe, and to find and eliminate the threat to their training ranch.”

“Without either of them knowing,” Brooke added.

Tarah grabbed her suitcase and the carry-on containing her weapons from the small cabin closet. “I know. That’s why this suitcase is loaded with frillier clothes. Rook thinks I’m a school teacher targeted by the mob for witnessing a hit.”

Brooke snickered. “Yeah, you look like the poster child for Sears. He’d never suspect you were the one who took out Serrano.”

She recoiled. “I had no choice. Bastard turned his gun on me.”

Not her finest moment, but kill or be killed, she’d followed protocol. Their boss hadn’t been happy, but he hadn’t chewed her out over it either.

“Hey, I’m not judging.” Derision tugged her friend’s lips. “In fact, if it had been me, I would’ve taken them all out.”

Tarah slung her purse over her shoulder and laughed. “If it had been you, there’d be nothing left of the whole Serrano family.”

“True.” Brooke opened the exit door and lowered the steps before grabbing the big suitcase. “Looks like Rook just pulled up. You ready?”

To investigate the threat to a ranch where agents trained? Yes.

To finally meet Rook? Yes.

To pretend she was afraid and needed protection? No.

“As ready as I’ll ever be.” She adjusted the strap of her carry-on and followed her friend from the plane.

Careful to remove traces of confidence from her stance, she fell into character with a hunch of her shoulders, slight furrow to her brow, and huddled close to Brooke on the tarmac.

A lean, broad man unfolded from the truck and shoved a black Stetson on his head.

Holy Texans.

Her pulse leapt in an unprofessional manor.

The epitome of a cowboy, the tall man lumbering toward them with broad shoulders and a strong jaw covered in a delicious five-o’clock shadow was born to wear a cowboy hat. And he wore it well.

Tan, no doubt from hours under the unforgiving Texas sun, he approached in well-worn cowboy boots and jeans with creases in the most delectable spots.

Even more mouthwatering was the SEAL in him. Powerful and confident, he strode with an underlying lethal refinement that bespoke of a past full of adversity and triumph.

She understood why Nikki had trusted him. Envy pierced her chest. He was magnificent.

A gray T-shirt stretched across a muscled torso that rippled as he walked. Wave after wave of awareness skittered down Tarah’s body and grew stronger as he neared.

This wasn’t good. In fact, it was bad. How was she supposed to remain detached and unmoved when she could literally feel his presence like invisible fingers caressing her skin?

In a good way.

Dammit.

Talking her body out of this unwanted attraction was essential.

A lot of yoga was in her near future.

“Brooke. So nice to see you again.” He stopped and leaned in to kiss her friend on the cheek.

Of course he’d have a sexy voice to match the persona. Low, with a deep rumble she felt clear to her toes.

Meditation. Meditation was in her future, too.

“You too, Rook.” Brooke gave a genuine smile she reserved for only a select few.

Another indication this man was exceptional. Not only had he touched Brooke without permission, he lived to tell about it. No one dared get near the deadly agent without her consent, unless they had a death wish.

He turned his attention to her. Two seconds under his intense blue gaze and she felt naked, sized up…confused.

“You must be, Ms. Swanson. I’m Callahan Lawe, but my friends call me Rook.” He thrust out his hand and, the instant his warm, strong fingers curled around hers, the strangest thing happened. All her misgivings disappeared. “You’ll be safe here.”

No. She was beginning to realize safe was the last thing she was around this potent cowboy.

She cleared her throat and tugged free to brush her tingling palm down her hip. “Th-thanks, Rook. I hope so.”

At least the stupid quiver in her voice lent credence to her character, and seemed to remove some of the reservation from his gaze.

“I know Swanson isn’t your real name.” He continued to scrutinize her. “But the commander never told me your first name.”

“Tarah,” Brooke offered. “It’s her real first name, but we feel it’s safe to use, especially since you two are supposed to be engaged.”

“What?” She reeled back, her heart thudding loud in her ears. Knight never told her that.

“Relax.” Her friend grabbed her left hand and shoved a ring on her finger.

Where’d the rock come from?

Brooke grinned. “How else would poor Rook explain your sudden appearance at his ranch?”

Tarah blinked at the large diamond gleaming on her finger. It felt foreign and strange…just like her. “I hadn’t thought about it, but surely he could’ve said I was the new cook or something.”

“Sorry, ma’am.” He smiled and tipped his head. “Already have one. Old Burly has been with us for two decades. He’s more like family, and he’d be right upset if we sent him away to bring in a beautiful woman.”

He thought she was beautiful?

An unexpected warmth spread to her extremities and seeped into her face. Shoot. She had absolutely zero control over her body in his presence. Which explained why she allowed him to take the carry-on from her hand. A good agent never let her weapons leave her side.

She reached for her suitcase, but the damn man grabbed that too.

“Safe travels,” he told her friend. “Tell Commander Knight we’re good here.”

Brooke nodded, then turned to her. “You’ll be safe with Rook. Just do whatever he tells you.”

“I won’t let anything happen to you, ma’am. I promise.”

It wasn’t that she didn’t believe him. Somehow, she knew he’d keep her safe with his last breath. But what about her heart? Overexposure to this man and the strange chemistry zinging between them was a huge problem.

But, dammit, she was a professional assigned to keep the former SEAL safe. Playing the role of his girlfriend would place her in close proximity and allow her to do her job without his knowledge.

She nodded to Brooke, then followed the cowboy to his truck.

Pretending to be his fiancée was a good set up, considering Rook had refused help from her boss, even though the threat to his ranch was real enough to send his brother to the hospital with a broken shoulder and concussion.

During the first few quiet miles of their drive, Tarah used the time to study her surroundings. More desert and tumbleweeds. Nothing new or threatening.

A second later, the cowboy pulled to the side of the deserted road and cut the engine.

She twisted to stare into a hard, intense gaze. All traces of the friendly cowboy were gone.

Her heart rocked. “What’s wrong?”

“You,” the SEAL replied. “Something is off. What are you hiding?”


Chapter Three
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Tarah’s hysterical snort echoed through the cab.

It gave credence to her cover, and…well, the bugger slipped out before she could swallow it down.

Rook’s eyes narrowed further.

She blew out a breath and shook her head. “Of course I’m hiding stuff. My identity. My whole life.” She waved a hand between them. “Take your pick.”

Sad part was, it was all true.

Which the SEAL must’ve sensed because his narrow-eyed, soul-searching assessment stopped, the engine started, and once again, he pulled onto the deserted road.

After a good ten miles of silence, she glanced at him for the third time, wishing she could treat this assignment like her others. But it was different. Very different.

He was different.

And so darn attractive she couldn’t stop staring at him. The man had a great profile, all sharp angles and strong jaw—clenched tight, like his grip on the steering wheel.

She wondered briefly what it would feel like to have those big, strong hands gripping her tight. A shiver of awareness spread down Tarah’s arms and fluttered her stomach.

Nikki had been one hell of a lucky lady.

“You don’t have to be afraid to speak.” He turned to her with a friendly warmth entering his eyes.

The cowboy was back.

He grinned. “I don’t bite.”

“Darn.”

His head snapped back and eyes widened.

Shoot. She said that out loud.

Tarah broke eye contact as heat infused her face. “Sorry, it’s been a rough week.”

Another truth.

“It’s all right. Don’t worry your pretty head about it.”

Her heart tripped. “You think I’m—”

She swallowed a curse, slapped a hand over her mouth, and closed her eyes.

His deep chuckle filled the cab, and sent goosebumps down her neck.

Great. She was mortified and turned on.

He must think she was a complete idiot.

More truth. At least, around him. She needed to get it together. Her only consolation was all her stupid, ruffled nervousness helped her cover. But, she needed get her head on straight and work the case.

Both Rook’s and his brother’s lives were in danger.

She dropped her hand and turned to face him. “Well, on the bright side, I just proved you can’t die from embarrassment.”

His gaze met hers, and he laughed.

He had a great laugh. Deep, like his chuckle, but strong and full. And the blue in his eyes really lit up to mesmerizing proportions.

Working with him would be great if she didn’t have to pretend to be something she wasn’t…although, so far, she hadn’t pretended a bit.

She really was an idiot around him.

“So…um, thanks for letting me come to your ranch.”

He smiled and his gaze held a measure of compassion. “Of course. And don’t worry. You’re going to be fine. I think it’s admirable that you’re testifying. I know it’s not easy. I testified in a drunk driving case a decade ago.”

Her thoughts immediately shot to her mother. She cleared her throat and decided, since he was in a talkative mood, it was good time to fish. “Mr. Knight said you were on leave taking care of some business at home. I’m sorry to intrude.”

He turned onto another long two-lane highway with open range on both sides and a house cropping up here and there. “Don’t worry about it. I’m just here helping my brother while he recuperates.”

“Oh, wow.” She widened her eyes and cocked her head. “Is he hurt?”

He shrugged, returning his attention back on the road. “Remy fell off a ladder and broke his shoulder.”

She winced. “Ouch. I heard that’s one of the most painful breaks.”

“He’s tough. He’ll handle it.”

He didn’t elaborate, just drove a few miles in silence, so she tried again.

“How will he handle the fact you’re bringing a fiancée home?” The ring glistened under the sun streaming into the truck as she made a show of staring at the large rock.

It was beautiful, but felt heavy. Strange.

“Both Remy and Burly know it’s part of a ruse,” he finally replied, voice a little rough. “So, you won’t have to pretend around them.”

She twisted the ring on her finger and blew out a breath. “That’s good. I hate lying.”

And she really hated that she had to lie to him.

But, it was his own fault.

“I don’t like liars, but in this case, it’s important.” He turned off the road onto a long drive with a three dots in the distance she assumed were buildings. “No one else on the ranch knows I’m protecting you, so we’ll have to play the part outside the house.”

She nodded, getting the lay of the land as he drove to the ranch. Damn, the place was big. Bursts of green from trees appeared like large sprouts of broccoli in the endless yellow straw-type pastures lining both sides of the drive.

Several fenced off sections housed grazing horses while empty pastures lined the other side. Straight ahead at the end was the large barn where presumably Remy had taken his swan dive, and behind the barn sat a huge, streamlined newer structure.

The stables.

And training center.

Damn, if the facility was as large as the above-ground structure, the place was huge.

Rook stopped the truck by a white, sprawling two-story house with a porch running along the whole front, complete with a screen door and a swing.

For a brief moment, envy pierced Tarah’s heart. The Lawes were lucky to have grown up at such a place. She and TJ had shared a small bedroom in a cramped duplex near a laundromat and liquor store and fell asleep to the lullaby of sirens practically every night. To this day, she suspected the lure of convenient booze was the reason her mother had chosen to move them to that slum section of D.C.

With a mental shake, she pushed her crappy childhood thoughts aside and focused on the man turning off the engine.

She stared at his strong profile while he surveyed each structure. “This place is huge. Maybe I can help you and your brother while I’m here.”

He tensed, then turned and narrowed his eyes.

Crap.

“I hate to be idle,” she rushed to explain, clasping her hands on her lap. “So, if there are chores or anything you can give me to do, that’d be great.”

Far easier to explore the ranch and all its facilities, above and below ground, with his permission.

“No, Tarah.” His stern gaze bored deep. “I want you to stay indoors. Do you understand?”

What she understood was how incredible her name sounded on his lips, and her body apparently agreed because it broke out in goosebumps.

“You witnessed a mob hit. That’s nothing to take lightly.”

She gave herself another mental shake and nodded. “Oh, I don’t. Believe me, Rook. I’ve been looking over my shoulder ever since.” She shuddered.

And it wasn’t fake.

His features softened, and he reached out to cup her hands. “I don’t want you to worry here. Just do what I tell you, and I’ll keep you safe.”

The feel of his warm, strong hand over hers increased her tremors as awareness spread to every damn pore in her body. Heat flooded her belly and her face, and once again, thoughts of her job began to fade.

She’d never experienced anything like this, not even with the captain she’d hooked up with during her first deployment overseas. And she’d given him her virginity.

This strange current flowing between her and Rook was unexpected and sharp.

Judging by the deepening frown in his forehead as he stared at their hands, he felt the unforeseen zing too.

This complicated things. Little did he know this wasn’t going to be the last time they worked together.

She opened her mouth to say something to break the spell, but he chose that moment to lift his gaze. Damn. Her heart leapt into her suddenly dry throat. He was potent. And she was toast if she didn’t get it together.

“Tarah.” He squeezed her hand, and she found the strength to meet his gaze.

His hot, smoldering gaze.

She sucked in a breath and swallowed. “Yes?”

“There are a few workers and people out and about, so I’m going to kiss you to keep up with our cover, okay?”

Dammit. She hadn’t even noticed them. Now she was vaguely aware of people emerging from the barn, but try as she might, Tarah couldn’t get her eyes to focus on the workers. She was too busy staring at a deliciously firm mouth drawing closer.

Warm breath hit her face as he halted a mere inch away. At first, she thought he was amping up the anticipation, but realized he was waiting for an answer.

She cleared her throat and squeaked out an, “Okay.”

His gaze darkened, and her heart raced out of control. She wasn’t going to be the same after this kiss. Somehow, she knew this to her very soul. This man had a wicked power over her, and she was still trying to decide if it was good or bad when he cupped her chin and slowly lowered his mouth.

Tarah wasn’t sure what she expected. She knew it would be good. The awareness pinging between them was too strong for it to be otherwise. But, when he settled his mouth over hers, she hadn’t been prepared for the spark of heat that burned through her veins, awakening a fierce need deep inside.

One she hadn’t known she possessed.

The lazy brush of his lips was crazy good, and afraid he was going to leave it at that, Tarah reached up and cupped the back of his head to keep his mouth in place.

Perfect.


Chapter Four
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Tarah tasted perfect. Hot and hungry, yet soft and sweet.

What was meant to be a small show of affection for their audience had swiftly turned into big trouble for Rook. He knew kissing her would be incredible.

She made a soft sound and leaned closer as if he was too far away.

He unhooked his seatbelt and shifted near, encouraged by the way she clutched at him. The workers by the barn, his brother, and Burly smiling on the porch, all faded from his mind. Hell, his damn mind blanked. Only the soft, sexy woman trembling in his arms mattered.

Rook tilted her head and kissed her the way he liked, open-mouthed and thorough.

She moaned and ran a hand up his chest.

His heart kicked against his ribs and he lost his head a little bit. Ah hell, he’d lost it the second she’d stepped off the plane and onto the tarmac. The woman was even more beautiful in person. His attraction to the brave teacher was as strong as the connection flowing between them.

God, she stole his breath.

And turned him stupid.

What the hell was he doing? Ravaging her in his driveway in front of family and friends. He was supposed to be protecting her. Not kissing her.

He stiffened, and slowly drew back. “Sorry.” He sucked in air. “That got out of hand.”

She blinked at him, her gaze heavy-lidded and disoriented, no doubt like his. “Yeah, that was…” Her voice trailed off as she panted and continued to stare at him, confusion clouding her gaze.

“Dangerous,” he finished.

She snickered. “With a capital D.”

Rook ran a finger along her temple and tucked a stray strand of hair behind her ear. “Agreed. We’ve drawn quite an audience. You ready?”

She squared her shoulders and drew in a breath. “Yes.”

He smiled, admiring her brevity. “Then let’s go.”

Without waiting for a reply, he slipped from the truck and rushed to her side to open the door, but she beat him to it and was already shaking hands with Burly.

Dammit. He’d forgotten to lay down the law. It wasn’t her fault, he hadn’t told her she needed to always let him get any door.

“Right nice to have you here, Ms. Swanson.” The old man smiled while he shook her hand.

Even though his brother and Burly knew the truth about Tarah, Rook felt obligated to be by her side for introductions.

“Nice to meet you, Burly. Please call me Tarah.”

Rook slid his arm around her back and drew her in closer, and told himself it wasn’t so he could feel her soft curves pressed against him. But he really did like the feel of her soft curves pressed against him. So much so he was momentarily preoccupied by a strong surge of heat spreading through his body. He hadn’t been this aware of a woman in a long time.

If ever.

“And I’m Remy, Rook’s brother.” Remy held out his hand and smiled into Tarah’s face.

“Nice to meet you, Remy.” She shook his brother’s hand and returned his smile.

Rook watched Remy to see if he was picking up on the fact that something wasn’t quite right about the woman. Maybe it was the fact she got to him. Whatever the hell sparked between them. That could possibly be what was throwing him off, and explained his misgivings.

But he wasn’t sure. Not by a long shot. And by the time he introduced her to Henry, the ranch foreman, and then Jeff, the ranch manager, Rook was completely confused.

She was sweet and charming, listening to the men, laughing at their jokes, and yet, she glanced around with a gaze too curious for his peace of mind. Of course, she was supposed to pretend to be his fiancée. That could explain it. Plus, she did have the mob after her, so he couldn’t blame her for taking in her surroundings, even going so far as to note security cameras, which he watched her do. She wasn’t obvious. No. He’d only noticed because she did it with a quick sweep of her gaze, similar to how he cased a scene.

Damn, he was beginning to think that kiss went to his head. It wasn’t screwed on straight now. But his brain wasn’t too muddled to note a prickling sensation biting the back of his neck. He stiffened.

Someone was watching them.

Tarah’s back tensed against his arm. She must’ve sensed it too. He swept his gaze around the area, but came up empty.

Maybe it was Remy, trying to get a gauge on the teacher. It didn’t matter. He needed to get her indoors. Now.

Bringing the conversation to an end, he said a quick goodbye to the workers, then set his hand at the small of his fiancée’s back and ushered her toward the house. He’d feel a hell of a lot better when she wasn’t out in the open.

As they stepped inside the house and closed the door, the prickling sensation disappeared. A measure of relief flowed through him, and he had to admit he was a little surprised when Tarah didn’t question him about their fast-paced hustle indoors. In fact, she appeared relieved too. Her neck and shoulders were no longer stiff.

He was about to question her on what had set her on alert when Remy and Burly came down the stairs.

“We put your bags in the guestroom, Ms. Swanson,” Burly announced, stepping into the foyer. “It’s the second door to your right down the hall.”

“Thank you.” She smiled.

“That is where you wanted them, right, Rook?” His smartass brother cocked his head. “They weren’t supposed to go in your room, were they? You two aren’t really engaged.”

“Right.” He glowered at the idiot. “The guestroom is fine.”

He turned to the woman to apologize for his brother’s bad behavior when movement in the middle of the living room caught her attention.

She gasped, and the pure delight softening her face stole his breath. “They’re adorable,” she gushed, dropping to her knees in front of the kittens playing with a shoelace they’d confiscated from some poor unsuspecting shoe.

Probably his.

“Yeah, and almost got me killed.” Remy huffed as he strode to the couch and sat down.

Tarah gasped in dismay. “How? Were they the reason you were on the ladder when you fell?”

Remy’s gaze crashed into his. Rook shrugged. He saw no harm in telling the woman about the fall. It wasn’t a secret.

Burly stepped close. “Yes, they were up on the barn roof and Remy climbed up there to get them when someone knock—”

“Burly,” his brother cut the old man off.

But it was too late. Tarah’s gazed bounced between them.

Her eyes widened. “You mean someone deliberately pushed the ladder?”

“Not only that, they put the kittens up there.” The old man’s loose lips struck again. “Heck, they had to have brought the three of the little buggers to the ranch. We certainly didn’t.”

“Three?” She glanced at the two hellions playing tug of war with the shoelace, then back to his brother.

“One fell off.” Remy held her gaze. “He didn’t make it. That’s what alerted me to their presence.”

Tarah’s face bunched. She scooped up the kittens and cradled them close. “You two were very lucky,” she said, rubbing her face against their fur.

The raw emotion in Tarah’s voice matched her over-bright gaze, and the strength of her compassion hit Rook with an invisible blow to his solar plexus. Compassionate women were sexy. And this one was damn sexy.

Too sexy for his own good.

Rook had never felt this strong of a pull before. It was as if it were concentrated, overpowering. He walked to the armchair and sat down. He needed a moment to regain control, and his brother’s curious looks weren’t helping.

“What a minute.” Her gaze turned inquisitive. “If you fell, how did the kittens get down?”

“They fell with me.” His brother tugged his shirt aside to reveal deep gouges. “They had a good grip. It was all I could do not to land on them.”

“Wow.” Her brows arched. “So your shoulder took the brunt.”

Remy cocked his head. “Something like that. I don’t quite remember. I hit my head and passed out for minute.”

Tarah gasped again. “You poor, brave man. You’re a hero.”

The light in his brother’s eyes disappeared. He closed up tight. “Not hardly.”

Burly stepped in. “Tarah, would you like something to drink? Water? Iced tea? Lemonade?”

“Lemonade would be great. Thank you, Burly.” She laughed as one of the kittens climbed to her shoulder and jumped onto the couch, and the sweet sound sent an unexpected tightening through Rook’s chest. “Aren’t you a clever girl?”

“Girl?” Rook raised a brow. “How do you know it’s a girl?”

He and Remy and Burly hadn’t a clue.

She waved a hand back and forth. “The one with the fluffy tail is the girl, and this one with rings around the tail is a boy.”

Burly returned to set a tray full of drinks on the coffee table. “Here you are.”

“Thanks,” she replied, reaching for a glass.

So did Rook, and he inadvertently brushed her knuckles. Her gaze met his and she smiled.

Son-of-a-bitch, if that didn’t kick start his heart, again.

“Tarah, are you saying you can tell that kitten in your arms is a boy by his tail?” His brother frowned, reaching for his drink.

“No.” She laughed. “I can tell by…what’s under his tail.” Color flooded her face. “His sister doesn’t have…uh…them.”

Remy grinned. “You mean a ball sac?”

“Yeah. That.” Her flush deepened.

Damn, she was adorable.

Remy’s bark of laughter startled the kittens. They took off to scramble under couch.

“Are you okay?” Rook leaned forward, assessing her body for streaks of blood. “Did he scratch you?”

“No. I’m fine. His claws didn’t break the skin.” She shook her head and sipped her drink.

Burly sat down on the arm of the couch. “You seem to know about cats, Tarah. Did you grow up with them?”

A sadness crept into her eyes, dulling their shine. “I had one once, until my mom got drunk and ran over him with her car.”

Rook’s heart squeezed. He could literally feel her underlying pain and knew there was a lot more to that statement. A very rough childhood.

The phone rang, breaking the strained silence. Remy got up to answer it as Tarah rose to her feet.

“If you don’t mind, I’d like to go up to my room and settle in.”

“Of course.” He rose too. “Burly can show you.”

Rook knew being alone with her right now would be a huge mistake. He needed to get a damn grip. The woman somehow kept knocking down the walls that had taken years to build around his heart. She was doing it at an alarming pace.

“Yes, sorry, my dear,” the old man said, leading her to the stairs. “Forgive us. We’re a bunch of dopes. I’m sure you’d like to freshen up after your flight and drive in.”

As their voices faded upstairs, Rook inhaled long and deep. It was weird. Without her presence, he found breathing was easier. Probably because his chest wasn’t so tight.

“You like her, don’t you?” Remy sidled up next to him.

Rook turned, expecting to see amusement in his brother’s dark gaze, but instead, he found a serious stare. He knew better than to try and lie when Remy had that look. “Yes. I find her interesting.”

“Like her tonsils? Is that why you were searching for them in the truck?”

Rook muttered a curse. “Henry and Jeff were in the driveway. We had to put on a show.” He walked to the window. His brother followed.

Remy pursed his lips. “Didn’t look like you two were acting.”

Because they hadn’t been.

Damn spook brother. He could spot put-ons a mile away.

“What can I say? It got a little out of hand.”

“A little? You steamed up my truck. Damn, the minute you two kissed it was as if someone had tossed water into a frying pan of grease.”

Great analogy. And accurate. That’s exactly what he’d felt like. Heat and hunger had burst through him at breakneck speed. The only reason they’d been in Remy’s truck was because his had been toasted the day before. No sense in getting a rental while waiting on the insurance claim, just so it, too, could become a piece of mangle yard art.

“I hope you know what you’re doing, Rook.” Remy sighed. “Do I need to remind you what happened the last time you got involved with someone you protected?”

“No.” It wasn’t something Rook would ever forget. “But this isn’t like that. Tarah is just a job.”

“So was Catherine.”

“Catherine was part of a rescue, not protection.” His SEAL team had been assigned to rescue a congressman’s daughter and her two friends who’d all been grabbed while on vacation and forced into a Columbian sex ring.

“You still fell for her and got involved.”

“After the job was done.”

“Doesn’t matter. Her overdose still hurt you.”

He grit his teeth. “That happened after we broke up.”

“It still left scars, Rook.”

“Of course it did.” He jerked back. “I’m not a prick.”

“Exactly.” Remy set a hand on Rook’s shoulder. “You’re a rescuer. A sucker for a damsel in distress. You like to help people. Make them better.”

True. But Catherine had been beyond reach. What had happened to her during her captivity had been too much for her to handle. No amount of therapy could bring her peace. No matter how much he loved her, he couldn’t either.

He wasn’t enough.

“You tried to keep Catherine clean, Rook.”

He blew out a breath and nodded. “Yeah, I know. And that’s all in the past. Why are you dredging it up?”

“Because I don’t want to see you get hurt again.”

“What makes you think Tarah would hurt me?”

Remy released him to run his hand through his hair. “Look, she seems nice, I agree, but I don’t know, man. Her arrival…right in the middle of these threats?”

Rook’s head jerked back. “You don’t seriously think she has anything to do with what’s going on here? Jameson Knight is the one who sent her.”

“True. He triple checks backgrounds and has a good hacker who can dig deep.”

“Exactly.”

“But?” Remy frowned at him. “I heard a ‘but’ in your tone, Rook.”

He lifted a shoulder. “There’s just…I don’t know. Something is off with her. I can’t place my finger on it.”

“All the more reason to keep things neutral and your tongue to yourself.”

Rook smirked. “You’re an idiot. And that’s not likely to happen again since I’m confining Tarah to the house.”

“Good luck.” Remy dropped back down on the couch, and the kittens came out of nowhere and immediately scrambled to his lap. “You can’t confine a woman like that.”

“What do you mean?”

“She seems to have an adventurous streak,” Remy replied, petting the cats, their purrs filling the room. “Despite knowing there’s a threat to her life, Tarah will still want to go outside.”

“Well, she’s under my protection, and I forbid it.”

Remy threw his head back and laughed. “Oh, man, you are in for a bumpy job.”

Rook smiled, but deep down, he feared his brother was right.
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The next morning, Tarah awoke to the alarm she’d set four hours earlier. It was five a.m. With luck, no one was up yet and she’d be able to explore the inside of the house. Last night after the house grew quiet, she’d donned her night gear, silenced the alarm on her window, and repelled down to the ground. It had taken several hours to scout the ranch because she had to be careful to avoid the cameras she’d noted upon her arrival. The Lawe brothers had very tight and topnotch security.

It was going to take her brother’s expertise to help her further.

But TJ would still be asleep, so she was on her own at the moment.

She clicked on the bedside lamp, rolled out of bed, and stretched. The guestroom she occupied was roomy and surprisingly pretty. The walls were a pale green with gorgeous white crown molding. A white comforter with tiny green flowers covered the queen bed that had matching distressed white furniture, and on the window was a pretty white lace curtain. Tarah even had her own three-piece bathroom with a glorious shower as big as the walk-in closet on the far wall.

All the comforts of home. And more.

Brought up poor, she continued to live modest, despite her decent bank account. But, while in Rome…she smiled as she stripped and jumped in the shower…at least she had great creature comforts for this assignment. Now, if she could just get Rook to accept help, the job would go smoother.

Tarah was still contemplating how to make that happen as she slipped into a blue sundress that was perfect for hiding her garter holster and SIG. For some reason, just having her gun near put Tarah at ease. She grinned at her reflection in the bathroom mirror while pulling her damp hair into a ponytail. Normally, she’d leave it at that, but Tarah Swanson required a light dusting of a neutral brown eyeshadow, a swipe of mascara, and a soft pink lip stain. No need for blush. Just being around Rook would no doubt take care of color in her cheeks. Damn body heated when he was near.

And now that she’d tasted him, experienced his kiss, just thinking about that incredible incident was enough to flame her insides.

She crept to the door and listened. Not a sound. A glance at the clock on the bedside lamp told her only twenty minutes had passed. Good. With luck, she’d have a good half hour to herself.

Quietly twisting the nob, she opened the door to find a big, muscled, slumbering male blocking her path.


Chapter Five
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Tarah automatically reached for her gun, but stopped when she realized it was Rook. She contemplated trying to step over him, but instinct vetoed that idea. He was a former SEAL. He’d not doubt slam her to the floor and put a knife to her throat before he even opened his eyes.

“What time is it?”

Heat flooded her belly at the sound of his low, sexy morning voice. She cleared her suddenly dry throat and pulled in a breath.

“Five-thirty-ish.”

He opened his eyes, took in her attire and held her gaze as he rose to his feet. “You going somewhere?”

“Just downstairs to see if Burly needed any help with breakfast.”

“He won’t be up for another half hour.”

“Oh.” She shrugged, her heart hammering out of her chest. “I don’t normally get up this early either, but I guess my internal clock is still on east coast time.”

“And your alarm?”

Shit. He’d heard that?

“Yeah, forgot to reset it.” Crap. She was really spewing the lies now. Time to take the focus off her. She leaned against the doorframe and waved at him. “Why are you sleeping by my door?”

“Because I didn’t think you’d appreciate me sleeping in your room. I’m being paid to protect you. It takes two point three seconds to get to your room from mine.” He nodded to a door at the end of the hall. “A lot can happen in two point three seconds, Tarah. I’m not willing to take that chance with you.”

Her whole body went on alert, in a good way. Damn man noticed, too. His eyes zeroed in on her peaked nipples pressing against her dress. When he lifted his smoldering gaze, she was thankful to be leaning against the frame because her knees threatened to buckle.

She cleared her throat again. “How am I supposed to sleep in my comfortable bed knowing you’re out here lying on the hard floor?”

He stepped close. So close she could feel his warm breath on her skin. “Are you inviting me into your bed, Tarah?”

Yes, yes we are, her body screamed as heat flooded her veins at the image of the big, hunky SEAL sprawled out naked on her sheets. “Um…no.”

Another lie. A big one.

“That’s what I thought.” Rook stepped back, his gaze no longer smoldering, causing her to wonder if she’d imagined it. He was closed up tight and on point. “So, get used to it. You’re under my protection and I can’t do that from my room.”

She closed her mouth and nodded.

Thank God he hadn’t heard her last night. She’d had the good sense to leave the radio on low. It must’ve muffled the sound of her repelling.

“I’ll take you downstairs, but I need a quick shower first. Go back into your room and wait for my knock.”

She nodded, and he didn’t budge until she actually closed her door.

Damn. So much for exploring the house. She wasn’t foolish enough to try it while he got a shower. Besides, it wouldn’t be enough time anyway.

It was, however, enough time to check in with her boss.

She went to the far corner of her room to the wall that connected with her bathroom and no other rooms, then placed the call.

“Tarah, what have you found out?” Knight asked in his usual brisk tone.

“Not much, sir. I scouted the area last night. It was tricky trying not to get caught by the security cameras. The Lawe brothers run a tight ship. I’d like to see if TJ can tap into them and feed it back to me.”

That would make surveilling much easier.

“Good idea. We need you to help him gain access to the training center so Lisa can go through the names of the people using the facility now, and before the incidents started.”

“Okay.”

“What about inside the house?”

She closed her eyes and sighed. “Kind of hard with a two hundred pound former Navy SEAL sleeping in front of my door, sir.”

Knight’s chuckle filled the phone. “Smart man. Damn good SEAL.”

Once upon a time, Jameson Knight had been a SEAL and then a commander of the SEALs. That’s how Sam and Rook knew Knight, and another SEAL called Hawk that she’d overheard was working an op.

“Remy was a good operative, too,” her boss stated.

Shock trickled through her. “I didn’t realize you knew him as well, sir.” But it made sense. Knight had been recruited by the CIA for their elite Special Operations Group.

“Yes, Remy was part of the SOG. It was always a pleasure working with those boys. Both Rook and Remy will protect you with their lives.”

“I don’t need protection, sir.”

“I’m not so sure. There’s been chatter. Serrano Sr. is trying to find out the name of the shooter who killed his son. Even the FBI has moles. That’s why I’ve kept your name out of their files. But, all it takes is for someone to talk.”

True.

Her heart rocked. Now she not only had to watch Rook and Remy’s backs, she had to watch her own, too.

“Like I said, the guys will protect you. But, be alert and ready for anything.”

“Yes, sir.”

“I know I’ve put you in a tough position, Tarah. But I wouldn’t have if I didn’t think you could handle it.”

A surge of pride mixed with shock at his words. She straightened her back and smiled. “Thank you, sir. I will. I need to talk with TJ and see what he needs me to do.”

“Well, you’re in luck. He just walked in now.”

“This early?”

“Yes, he’s helping Sharon out with another case.”

“Ah, that explains it.” Her brother had a thing for Sharon.

And Brooke.

And Nikki.

And Kenzie.

Lisa used to be on the list, but now that she was married to a former SEAL who worked with them, her brother miraculously got over his crush.

“I’ll hang up so you can give him a call. Stay alert,” her boss said, then ended the call.

Tarah glanced at the clock. Shoot. Rook was probably done with his shower by now. Still, she had to speak with her brother before she could do anything more at the ranch.

She speed dialed him while keeping an eye on the door.

“Yo, this is your favorite neighborhood bro speaking.”

She rolled her eyes and her lips twitched. “Hey, TJ. I don’t have long to talk, so listen up. I need you to tap into the security cameras at the ranch, and Knight wants you to gain access to the training facility computers. So tell me what you need me to do.”
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Halfway through breakfast, Rook couldn’t put his finger on it, but something was up with Tarah.

Thirty minutes ago, when he’d returned to her room, he thought he’d heard her talking. When he asked her on their way downstairs, she told him she was on the phone with her brother. He didn’t get the sense she was lying, but he still couldn’t shake the feeling she was hiding something.

“So, Tarah, what grade did you teach?” Rook asked, cutting into a fresh stack of pancakes Burly set in front of him.

It wasn’t lost on him that she’d chosen to sit across from him. Right next to Remy.

She set her fork down and smiled. “Middle school English, so that’s sixth, seventh, and eighth grades.”

“Damn. Middle school in D.C.?” Remy whistled. “You’ve got a pair.”

She laughed. “Yes, except I wear mine on my chest.” Then she slapped a hand over her mouth and blushed.

Burly’s chuckle mixed with his brother’s bark of laughter. But all Rook could do was recall her chest that morning, and how she certainly had a pair of pert nipples he’d wanted to rip out of her dress and cover with his mouth.

She dropped her hand to the table, the pretty silver bracelet on her wrist clanging on contact. “Sorry, that slipped out.”

“You don’t have to apologize.” Burly patted her hand. “It’s been a long time since this house has heard laughter like that.”

She snickered. “The way my tongue runs away with itself, the house is going to be sick of me.”

Burly glanced at him when he replied. “I highly doubt that.”

Rook wasn’t even going to try to decipher what he meant. Instead, he quietly ate while his brother continued his light interrogation.

“So, Tarah, I’d love to know what you’re views are on the Oxford comma,” Remy said, spreading homemade strawberry jam on his toast.

Her mouth twitched upward. “Personally, I like and use it. There are so many sentences that take on a completely different meaning without that extra comma.”

Rook listened while the others discussed punctuation and grammar in today’s society, but he didn’t need to. It wasn’t her occupation he questioned. The more he studied her, the more his gut screamed she was holding something back. And he needed to figure out what it was in case it had the potential to get them all killed.

“I agree.” His brother turned in his chair to face her. “You know, I have to say, I never had an English teacher that looked like you.” Remy flashed her one of his disarming grins.

Syrup dripped off a hunk of pancake impaled on Rook’s fork. He froze, waiting to see how she reacted. He’d never met a woman who hadn’t melted at his brother’s feet when the charm was turned on.

“Aw, that’s sweet.” She smiled, but her gaze didn’t hold interest or any signs of heat like yesterday when Rook had kissed her.

Waves of satisfaction rolled through him over her lack of action toward his brother. He shoved the last of the pancakes in his mouth and watched the two continue.

“I’m not sweet,” Remy muttered.

She chuckled. “So, you were just saying that because you know I have a bigger set?”

This time, Rook’s laughter joined his brother’s and Burly’s. The cook was right. It was good to hear laughter in the house.

Just then, the kittens hopped onto the table out of nowhere. Rook, Burly, and Remy all yelled and waved their hands. The cats immediately jumped down and scurried from the room, their fur all ruffled and tails huge. He watched them slide across the floor trying to get traction on their way out of the kitchen.

Rook turned back around to find Tarah glaring with blatant disapproval at all three of them.

“Why did you do that? You scared them to death.”

He returned her frown. “They’ll live. They have nine lives, don’t they?”

Burly leaned closer. “We can’t let them think they’re allowed on the table.”

“I agree,” she said.

“So, by scaring them, we’re discouraging them from doing it again,” Remy claimed, getting up to pour more coffee in his mug.

Tarah turned to face his brother. “And how’s that working?”

“It isn’t,” Burly replied, regaining her attention. “That was at least the tenth time they’ve been up here. That I know of.”

Rook folded his arms and regarded her closely. “What would you have us do?”

“Gently grab them by the scruff of the neck, making sure to support their bottom with your other hand, and firmly set them on the floor and hold them there, while you say, ‘No!’ Or you can mimic a hiss. Don’t yell.” She glared at him. “Once you feel them relax, usually within a minute or so, you can let them go. But make sure you talk nicely to them after the initial no.”

“Are you serious?” He snorted.

“Yes. The scruff is there for a reason. The momma cat uses it to quiet them down. Show who’s boss. You need to do it to show dominance.”

Right now, he wanted to grab her by the back of the neck and kiss the disapproval from her gaze.

“Well, this has been a fun and interesting breakfast,” Remy said, standing in the middle of the kitchen. “But that new camera arrived yesterday and needs to be set up.”

He nodded. “Good. Make sure it faces the back of the house and has a clear shot at Tarah’s window. I don’t want anyone trying to sneak in.”

Something flashed through her eyes, but it was gone before he could put a name to it. Almost seemed like aggravation, but that made no sense.

“Okay.” Remy nodded. “Who wants to help me set it up in the office to test it out?”

“I will.” Tarah stood.

His brother smiled. “Thanks, but I need someone well-versed in security systems.”

Rook watched as she opened her mouth and inhaled, then closed it again.

“I’ll help you,” Burly stated. “The dishes can wait.”

“Tarah and I will do them.” Rook stood, and smiled at the disbelief on the teacher’s face.

His mind wandered as he loaded the dishwasher, and she washed the pots and pans. How did the delightful woman ever get involved with the mob? She should be in a classroom reaching children, not hiding out at his ranch.

Although, he didn’t mind her presence. In fact, right now, he was enjoying working side-by-side with her. She was quick, and efficient, and thorough. And smelled like coconut. Every time she transferred a pot to the counter, he got a whiff of her perfume. Or lotion. Or whatever the hell was driving him mad.

After he dried the pots she washed, he watched her wiped down the table and chairs. His pulse flared at the view of her long, supple legs and deep show of cleavage as she leaned over the table.

A second later, she stiffened and lifted her gaze, heat and fear mixing to turn her eyes a deep blue. Why would she be afraid of him? The fear didn’t make sense.

She finished her task, then came back to the sink to rinse out the washcloth. “What?” she asked, resting her hip against the counter. “Did I do something wrong?”

“No.” He shook his head. “I was still wondering why you reacted surprised when I suggested we do the dishes. Didn’t you think I knew how?”

She turned her back to him and wiped the sink. “It’s just not something I’d picture you doing.”

Unable to keep his lips off her any longer, Rook stepped behind her, gripped the sink on either side of her, and pressed his mouth to the back of her neck. Her sweet coconut scent was intoxicating. He kissed her neck again.

Tarah’s intake of breath ruffled through him as she tipped her head to give him better access. Damn, she tasted good, and the way she melted into him tested his resolve.

“What did you picture me doing?” he asked, grazing his teeth near her ear, his whole body tightening at the sound of her soft moan.

“That…” she whispered, reaching around to grab his ass and press hers against his throbbing erection.

Rook saw stars. The woman was so damn responsive. He released the sink to grasp her waist and ran his hands up over her ribs. She was solid, yet soft, and he was hard as hell.

He tried to hold onto his control. His brother and Burly could walk in any minute, and still he inched higher to tug the material aside and cup a handful of her gorgeous, bare breast. Then finally, he did what he’d longed to do since she’d first opened her door that morning. He brushed her nipple with his thumb.

“Rook.”

He could tell by her tremor she was just as lost has him.

“Like that?” he asked, continuing to press open-mouthed kisses along the curve of her neck.

She let out a sexy little sound when he rolled her nipple between his fingers. So he did it again while he ran his other palm down her sweet curves, over her center to slip under her skirt and grab a handful of…gun?

She stiffened. But it was too late.

He released her, removed the weapon, and stepped back. All the heat running rampant in his veins instantly turned to ice. “What the hell is this?”

She fixed her top, then gripped the sink as she inhaled several breathes. “My gun.”

Jesus, he knew that.

Tarah turned around, her face still flushed as she blinked lingering traces of desire from her gaze. “I’d like it back, please, Rook.”

“Like hell,” he said, a little too gruff, but the quick switch from aroused to alarmed would do that to a guy.

“What’s going on?” Remy rushed in with a concerned Burly on his heels.

Tarah shrugged. “Rook found my gun.”

Remy eyed her up and down. “Where?”

Ah hell, his brother was an idiot. That wasn’t the right question.

“Here.” She lifted the side of dress to reveal a set of incredible legs, and an empty garter holster.

Rook’s heart slammed against his ribs hard. He knew he should question her as to why she had a gun, but at the moment, all he could think was…damn, that’s hot!

He was the biggest idiot.

“Tarah, why do you have a gun?” Burly had the good sense to ask.

She smoothed her dress back into place, and Rook found he could actually breathe again. “I’ve had a license to carry for years. Mr. Knight knew about it. He’s the one who told me to keep it on me at all times.” She stepped closer and held out her hand. “I’d like it back, please.”

Rook eyed her for a long time, but he couldn’t shake the feeling there was more. “No,” he finally said, shoving the gun behind him in the waistband of his jeans. “I need more answers.”

She tossed her hands in the air and shook her head. “Look, Rook, you’re making a big deal out of nothing.”

“Not when your life and my family’s lives are on the line.”

Leaning back against the counter, she folded her arms over her chest and nodded. “You’re right. Fire away. What do you want to know?”

He lifted his chin. “Why do you have a gun?”

She smiled. “Didn’t we just cover that?”

Remy stepped closer. “I think what my brother means is, why are you carrying it in the first place?”

“Because the part of the city where I teach isn’t exactly safe.”

His brother nodded. “So, where did you learn to shoot?”

“In the army.”

Rook jerked his head back. “You were in the service?”

“Yes.” She nodded. “After I graduated, I left the foster home, joined the army, and did two tours in Iraq.”

Hearing she was in foster care caused some foreign emotion to tighten in Rook’s chest. But he was too busy to try to dissect the emotion because he was still processing the fact she had been in the army. And now, she revealed she was a war vet.

His chest tightened further.

Remy cracked a smile. “That explains why you have the balls to teach middle school in D.C.”

Her mouth lifted at the corner. “Yes.” Then she transferred her attention to him. “Rook, if you don’t believe me, call Mr. Knight.”

“I intend to.”

A flash of something resembling pain momentarily clouded her gaze, but disappeared just as fast. “Fine.”

“No, it’s not.” He stepped up to her and held her gaze. “You’re hiding something, Tarah. I can feel it. I didn’t survive my SEAL missions on skill alone. I live by my gut.”

“So do I,” Remy joined in. “And my brother is right. What aren’t you telling us?”

Rook watched emotions cross her face as she played with her bracelet. Her jaw was bunched, and anxiety rolled off her in waves.

He was close to cracking her. With luck, he’d finally get his answers.


Chapter Six
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Crap.

Less than twenty-four hours into her assignment and Tarah was screwing it up big time.

If only the damn man had kept his lips…and his hands to himself.

She was the biggest idiot in the world.

Her mind raced with ideas on how to handle the situation. She knew deep down, if she conjured up a stray tear or two, she’d get the Lawe brothers to back off.

But she couldn’t bring herself to do that. She wanted to keep her answers as close to the truth as possible. As it was, she’d already lied about the teaching part.

And, although she wanted desperately to blurt out who she really was and why she was there, Tarah held her tongue. Her gut told her to.

“It’s okay, hun.” The sweet old man smiled. “The boys will protect you. You can tell them.”

That’s when she decided to keep it truthful yet vague. And do a little questioning of her own.

She squared her shoulders and met Rook’s penetrating gaze. “I didn’t exactly witness the mob guy get shot.”

His eyes narrowed a fraction. “Go on.”

“I was the one who shot him.”

“Shit.” Rook sucked in a breath.

Remy echoed his brother’s sentiment and shoved a hand through his hair.

She rubbed at the small throb in her temple. Trying to placate everyone while keeping her cover intact was giving her a headache. “Mr. Knight made me promise to keep that quiet.”

“I can understand why,” Remy said.

Burly grabbed her arm and led her to a chair. “Come sit down. I’ll get you a glass of water.”

She covered his hand and squeezed. He was a sweet man. “Thank you.”

Rook walked over, positioned a chair in front of her, and sat down. “Explain to me how you shot Serrano.”

Damn.

Keep it vague, Tarah, she told herself.

“I saw him harassing a woman, threatening her with a gun, so I pulled mine and told him to stop.”

It was all true, so she had no problem holding Rook’s intense gaze. Burly set two glasses of water down. She thanked him again and took a sip of hers.

“Go on,” Rook urged.

She lifted her chin. “He shot at me. I fired back. My bullet didn’t miss.”

Again, every bit was true.

Rook must’ve seen it in her eyes because he finally nodded and reached for his water.

She glanced at Remy who leaned against the counter, then back to Rook. “Can I ask a question?”

“Sure.”

“Why don’t you ask Mr. Knight for help?”

Rook’s brows crashed together. “With what? Protecting you? He’s the one who gave me the assignment. If you’re worried about my ability to keep your safe, don’t be.”

“No, not me. I know you will, Rook.” She reached out to touch his arm, wrapping her fingers around his corded muscles. “I’m talking about you two, and whatever is going on at this ranch.” She released him to wave her hand around. “Your brother was pushed off a ladder. He could’ve been killed. And then there’s that pile of burnt out, twisted metal beside the house. I’m not stupid. That used to be a vehicle. And that kind of carnage is caused by an explosive device. I’ve seen it in Iraq.”

His jaw tightened. “We’re dealing with it.”

“Who? The two of you?” She frowned at them. “And now you have me to worry about on top of it. You should ask Mr. Knight for help.”

Remy shook his head. “No.”

“We don’t need it.” Rook rose to his feet. “If you’ll excuse me, I have a call to make.”

As she watched the tight-lipped SEAL leave the kitchen, Tarah hoped TJ monitored the transmission she’d started when the brothers had pressed her for answers by the sink.

Her body was still in a state of confusion. The man had her so worked up with just a few well-placed kisses and decadent caresses that Tarah would’ve gone off like a firecracker if his hand had found her sweet spot instead of her gun.

“I’d better go get that camera installed.” Remy pushed away from the counter and stopped by her chair. “Don’t worry about us, Tarah. Rook and I can handle things,” he said before disappearing from the room.

Burly sighed. “Those two have always been stubborn.”

“Yeah, well, so am I,” she huffed out, turning her attention to the caring older man. Maybe she could get some information from him. “Something is wrong on this ranch, Burly. I could feel it the instant I got out of Rook’s truck.”

He nodded. “I feel it too.”

“When did it start?”

He lifted a shoulder. “Hard to say. Three, maybe four weeks ago.”

“Did it coincide with the arrival of the people training here?”

His brows rose high. “How do you know about them?”

“Mr. Knight.”

“Ah.” He nodded. “No, the weird power outages and missing mail started before this lot arrived.”

“Any other new workers at the ranch?”

“Nope. And it ain’t none of them.” He shook his head, gaze resolute. “Our men are loyal. Been with us for years.”

Tarah nodded. Then it had to be one of the new trainees. He could’ve scouted out the place, causing mayhem before he arrived to throw the brothers off his scent. The more she thought about it, the more she knew this to be true.

“Haven’t Remy’s cameras picked up anything?”

“No. And he doesn’t have any inside the house. Just outside. So the mail that went missing from the table is a mystery.”

A big invisible weight disappeared from her shoulders. No cameras inside the house to catch her snooping.

She needed to get to Remy’s computer in order for TJ to hack in and find those names for Lisa to start digging. And with the man outside installing that camera, now was her window of opportunity.

Maybe her luck was turning around.

“If you’ll excuse me,” she said, rising to her feet. “I’m going to take something for this headache and lay down for a bit.”

“Of course.” Burly rose to his feet too. “Do you need some medicine?”

“No. I have some in my room.” She smiled. “But, thank you.”

Why couldn’t the brothers be as nice as that man?

Tarah contemplated that as she rushed to her room to retrieve the tiny device that resembled a flash drive TJ had instructed her to slip into a port on Remy’s computer. While she was there, she headed to the bathroom to take two pills. She didn’t want to lie to Burly if she could help it. Besides, she really did have a headache. She washed them down with a glass of tap water, then shoved two bobby pins in her hair as a precaution and walked back into her room.

Movement outside the window caught her eye. Tarah moved closer, her pulse kicking into gear as she watched Rook and Remy walking toward a small grove of trees with what appeared to be the camera. That damn thing was going to make her job a lot harder. But, right now, she appreciated it because both men were outside. Now was her chance to slip into Remy’s office.

She just needed to find it.

Tarah crept back downstairs, noting Burly peeling potatoes at the sink. He flicked a radio on and county music filled the kitchen. Perfect. The first two doors she tried led to a laundry room and Burly’s room. Only one door left. She twisted the knob.

Locked.

Damn. With a quick glance at the kitchen, she pulled the pins from her hair, picked the lock, scrambled inside, and relocked the door. The room was larger than she expected. Must’ve been a bedroom at one time because it even had a closet. Big wooden bookcases lined one wall. Shelves lined another. And in the middle sat, not one, but two desks with computers.

Great.

Which was Remy’s?

Both were neat and tidy, but one was sparse compared to the other.

She headed for the other. Remy lived at the ranch. Rook was just visiting. Made more sense to try the computer on the “more lived at” desk. A piece of mail with his name on it confirmed she’d made the right choice. She booted up the computer, keeping an ear out for movement outside the door, and glanced at the clock on the wall. The men had been outside fifteen minutes already. She was almost out of time.

The second the log in screen came up, Tarah shoved the device in and called her brother. “I’m in,” she told him.

“What? No hello?” he teased.

“No time. Just do your thing. I need to get out of here.”

“I already am. Just hit the keys I told you.”

She tapped the sequence and watched the screen change to a bunch of numbers and codes. “How long, TJ?”

“Just another second.”

The sound of the front door opening echoed through the house.

Damn.

“TJ,” she whispered loudly.

The log in screen returned.

“Done,” he said. “You can remove it and shut down.”

“Thanks.” She hung up, removed the device, and powered the computer down as footsteps stopped outside the door.

Crap. They were coming in.

She darted to the closet and shut the door just before the brothers entered the office. Tarah closed her eyes and held her breath, praying she hadn’t left anything amiss.

“It should be online,” Remy said.

“Check the angle. I…” Rook’s voice trailed off.

“What is it, Rook? What’s wrong?”

Her heart slammed in her chest, expecting the door to fling open any second.

“Do you smell coconuts?” Rook asked.

Seriously? He could smell her bodywash? She brought her arm up to her nose and inhaled.

Damn.

Now her heart was lodged in her throat, increasing the volume of the pulse pounding in her ears.

“No. I don’t,” Remy replied. “You need to get your mind off Tarah. Probably a good idea if you kept your hands off her, too.”

“I’m fine.”

Remy snorted. “Right. Then explain how you found her gun. In her garter holster.”

Her body heated, remembering the feel of those wicked hands ravishing her when he’d discovered her SIG.

“We’re not here to discuss Tarah,” Rook grumbled. “Check the damn camera.”

Remy’s soft chuckle filled the air. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen you this wound up before. Not even with Catherine.”

An unfamiliar sharp pang rippled through Tarah.

Who was Catherine?

“Remy.”

She flinched at Rook’s fierce tone, but his brother continued to laugh.

“I mean, you’ve only known this girl for a day and she’s already got your panties in a bunch.”

A smile tugged at her lips.

“Dammit, Remy! Drop it. We have work to do,” Rook growled. “Is the camera angle good or not?”

“You’re not going to use it to watch her undress, are you? Because the angle isn’t good for that.”

Rook cursed. “Quit being an ass! Of course not.”

“Then the camera’s good. See for yourself.”

Silence fell over the room and increased her already accelerated heartbeats. Were they looking at the computer? Or moving toward the closet?

“Okay,” Rook finally said.

She let out a slow, quiet sigh. That didn’t come from just outside the door. He was still by the desk.

A second later, she heard a loud boom. Then the house shook.

“Fuck,” Remy growled.

The sound of rustling movement and the room door opening hit her ears. Then silence. Tarah peeked out to find the office empty. She scrambled from the closet and clicked the door shut before quickly crossing the room. What was that boom? Sounded like a car bomb. With her heart in her throat, she cracked the door open, and when she noted the house was empty, she stepped into the hall and shut the door, making sure to relock it first.

Out the side window, she could see flames and people rushing about. She reached for her gun.

“Dammit.”

With no time to head upstairs for her backup piece, she ran outside and down the porch to the side of the house. What was left of the truck that had brought her there sat in a twisted heap and was completely engulfed in flames. Remy’s truck.

Rook and his seething brother wore matching chiseled expressions as they studied the people extinguishing the fire and those standing around. That’s when she spotted the trainees spilling out from the stable, all dressed in black tactical gear.

She leaned against the edge of the porch, her adrenaline kicking up a notch at the prospect of catching a glimpse of the suspect.

But then Rook stiffened and turned toward her. “Tarah,” he muttered, his gaze alarmed and none too pleased.

She knew that look. He was going to send her inside. No way. She rushed to him in front of everyone and threw her arms around him.

“Are you okay? The noise woke me up,” she said loud enough for those close by to hear while she held his dark gaze.

“You shouldn’t be out here. It’s not safe.” He slid an arm around her waist.

She nuzzled his neck. “Safer for me than you and Remy. You two are the ones who need to be inside.”

A prickling sensation raced up her spine. The perpetrator was watching them.

He must’ve felt it too because he stiffened in her arms. “Come on. I’m taking you inside.”

She let him, glancing at the group of people who had been facing her back. Damn. There were at least a dozen. Eight men. Four women. All wearing the tactical gear and frowns.

But Tarah knew it was one of them. She could feel it in her bones.

He led her around a few pieces of debris, some still flaming, right to Burly. “Take Tarah inside.”

“No.” She grabbed his arm and turned him so he faced the crowd. Again, that strange prickling heated her back. “It’s one of the people behind me, Rook. I can feel it.”

She lifted a hand to cup his frowning face in order to keep up appearances. And because she needed to touch him. The thought of someone in that crowd wanting to harm him had her stomach in knots.

His jaw clenched under her palm. “You’re too exposed out here, Tarah. I need to get you inside.”

“Please, Rook,” she urged. “Just take a moment and look them over. And I’m not the one in danger here. You are. And Remy.”

He glanced at the crowd, then back to her. “You’re wrong. Knight hired me to keep you safe, whether it’s from the mob or some fanatic on this ranch. Now go inside with Burly.”

And before she could reply, his mouth slammed down on hers, completely sidetracking her mind. He tasted hot, and desperate, and she melted against him while he kissed her stupid. When he lifted his head, she let him lead her inside without resisting. After all, he was coming in with her and Burly too.

“Here, take this,” he said, handing her gun back. “Don’t use it unless you have to.”

After she nodded, he pivoted around and headed right back out the door.

Idiot. Didn’t he realize he was a walking target?


Chapter Seven
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Tarah watched Rook out the side window, wishing she could pound sense into him.

“Don’t worry about him, hun.” Burly smiled. “That boy has been taking care of himself and others ever since his dad died in the Gulf War.”

Her heart squeezed. “How old was he?”

“Eight.”

She sucked in a breath and turned to Burly. “So young.”

“Yes, but he was the man of the house then. And it was important to him to take care of his mother and younger brother.”

She nodded, totally seeing a young, proud Rook assuming that role.

“His mother brought the boys here so they could all live with her dad. And they stayed after she died. That’s when I moved in. Old Cal had needed a hand with raising the young boys.”

“How old was he when she died?”

“Ten.”

Jesus. “He lost his mom two years later?”

“Yes, and he can’t afford to lose anyone else. So, please, for Rook’s sake, stay in the house.”

She cleared her throat. “It’s not like that between us, Burly. He doesn’t care about me that way. I’m just a job. We were only pretending outside.”

“Honey, trust me. That boy was not pretending.”

Neither was she.
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Burly’s words stayed with Tarah over the next few days, rising to the surface, haunting her at every turn. When Rook wasn’t inside protecting her, he left her with his brother while he exercised horses or whatever it was Remy used to do around the ranch before he broke his shoulder. But he didn’t bother with the facility. It was still Remy’s domain.

Every day, Tarah observed the guy teach classes and observe hands-on training in the state of the art training center while she monitored the security feed TJ had tapped into on her laptop. Nothing out of the ordinary had happened, yet.

She blinked and refocused on Rook, watching him from the window, heart in her throat, hating that he was exposed and alone out there, a perfect target for whoever was posing those threats. Threats that had mysteriously stopped.

Not good.

Her instincts screamed those threats weren’t over.

When Knight told her they’d come up empty on the list of trainees TJ got from Remy’s computer, she looked through the files and scoured the faces, only finding nine out of the dozen she’d memorized the day Remy’s truck had been bombed. She also asked for photos of the trainers and picked out the remaining three, then sent the twelve names back and told him to have Lisa dig deeper. Maiden names. Former marriages. Long lost uncles. Anything and everything. Somewhere, there was a connection to either Rook or Remy or both, and that was the person causing the trouble.

Tarah was sure of it. As sure as the gorgeous man with the black Stetson on his head, big, broad body totally at ease as he rode. Even atop a horse Rook was magnificent. Or maybe it was especially when he was atop a horse. The cowboy and SEAL had blended so much in her mind over the past week they were totally one and completely Rook.

She had to admit she liked that.

She like him.

Even though she knew it was dangerous and completely unprofessional, she missed his touch. The past few nights, it was all she could do not to open her door and invite him in.

And although he hadn’t touched or kissed her since the day he found her gun, Tarah could feel him watching, and caught him a few times, hunger heating his gaze so much she shivered.

Just thinking about it now sent goosebumps down her arms.

“Rook will be fine, Tarah. Come sit down. You’re making me nervous,” Remy said. “Besides, he’d kill me if he knew you were standing by a window.”

With one last glance at the man sitting tall in the saddle, she joined the kittens on the floor. “How do you like your rental?”

The brothers had decided to replace only one truck with a rental until the threats were neutralized.

Remy shrugged. “It’ll do for now.”

She nodded, rough-housing the little male kitten, smiling as he lunged for her hand. “Have you bothered to name these cuties yet?”

“No. Why don’t you help me?”

Surprise lifted her gaze to his. “You want me to help?”

“Yeah, sure. You seem to have a grasp for their nature.”

She laughed. “Most of what I know about cats I read online.”

Remy sat up. “Okay, well, I was thinking Yin and Yang. Frick and Frack.”

She smiled, picking the little girl up to stare into her pretty green eyes. “He wants to name you Frack, do you like that?”

The kitten meowed and squirmed.

“I’ll take that as a no.” Tarah kissed her little head and set her back on the floor.

“Moe and Curly?” Remy suggested.

Tarah snorted. “Neither suit the female.”

“Ah, we need to be gender specific.”

“Not really. It just needs to fit.” She grabbed the shoelace from the floor and swung it in the air. The kittens immediately pursued. So, she stood and swung the string higher, chuckling when the fearless kittens took flight, spring-boarding right into the air.

Remy laughed. “Oorah.”

She stopped swinging the string and snapped her fingers. “That’s it.” Tarah scooped up the kittens then handed the boy to Remy. “He’s Semper, and she is Fi.”

He cocked his head. “Semper and Fi. I like it. But, I don’t think my Navy brother will approve.”

She lifted a shoulder. “It’s not about him. It’s about you and the kittens, Remy. You’re the one who risked his life to save them. I think it’s fitting.”

“So do I,” Rook said from behind.

She jumped, wondering how in the world he’d snuck up on her. Tarah was usually very aware of his presence. And, well, she was an agent, dammit. That shouldn’t have happened.

“You seriously don’t mind me naming them that?” Remy asked, surprise lighting his eye.

“No.” Rook shrugged. “Tarah is right. You saved them. They’re yours. Why shouldn’t you name them?”

“Okay, then I guess Semper and Fi it is.” Remy rose from the couch with a grin. “Just think of all the fun I’m going to have calling them all the time.”

Rook groaned. “Don’t make me change my mind.”

“Semper Fi. Come on, guys,” Remy called in a teasing tone. “Come on, Semper Fi. Let’s go work in the office now that the grumpy squid is in the house.”

Tarah laughed as she watched Remy corral the kittens into his office and shut the door.

Rook took off his hat and set it on a peg in the wall before he turned to face her. “Thank you.”

She blinked and stepped closer. “What for?”

“For chasing some of the shadows from my brother’s eyes,” he replied. “It’s nice to hear him laugh, and under the circumstances of what’s going on at the ranch, you are a miracle worker, Tarah.” He lifted a hand as if to touch her, then set back it down at his side.

Still no touching.

She could respect that. She was a job to him. He was a job to her.

No touching.

Too bad she really wanted to touch.

Staring into his eyes, she watched his darken and fill with the same fierce need burning in her veins.

“Rook, are you here?” Burly called from the kitchen, startling Tarah from her foggy haze. “I can’t get the damn grill started outside.”

“I’ll be right there,” he replied, holding her gaze for another beat before he nodded once and strode from the room.

Tarah inhaled a few times, talking her legs out of buckling. Damn, the connection between was getting stronger, not weaker. The no touching wasn’t helping.

The buzzer on the dryer echoed down the hall. Good. Work. She needed something to do. She headed to the laundry room and shut the door to keep the cats out in case Remy emerged from his office. Experience had taught her the kittens found the opened dryer, and its clean contents, too irresistible to ignore.

She glance around the small space. A large washer and dryer lined one wall while a utility sink and counter with a row of cabinets above lined the other. The outer wall was clear with just a window overlooking the driveway. She peered outside. Activity around the barn. No activity by the stables. All normal.

Three days ago, she’d gotten Burly to agree to let her do the laundry for the remainder of her stay. This not only kept her busy, it gave her access to everyone’s rooms, and she hoped maybe she’d find some sort of link to the brothers’ pasts that could shed some light on the case.

But, so far, the only thing she’d found was a framed photo of a beautiful brunette with warm brown eyes in Remy’s room. His late fiancée, she presumed. Nothing all that personal in Rook’s.

She ignored the relief that flooded her body and fished the last of his clothes from the dryer and set them on top while nudging the dryer door shut with her leg. The fact Rook’s dresser was photo-free didn’t mean he wasn’t seeing someone in Virginia. As soon as that thought formed, her mind vetoed it. Rook was too much of a standup guy. He’d never kiss her and touch her like he couldn’t get enough if he had a girlfriend back east.

Great. Now she couldn’t suppress the memories of those embraces. Heat flooded her belly. She closed her eyes and recalled the feel of his big, strong hands running all over her body, cupping her breasts, brushing her nipples. And his mouth. God, his mouth skimming the back of her neck, causing wicked, erotic reactions to wrack her up and down.

She snapped her eyes open and reached for the corner of the washer for support. Her legs had gone weak at the memory. Tarah eyed the dryer. She’d heard interesting stories of sitting on one and achieving an orgasm while it ran. She was certainly worked up enough for thoughts of Rook to see her through. A quick glance to the door put an end to that great idea.

No lock.

So no ride.

She folded his jeans, then set them on the counter by the rest of his folded clothes. Too amped up for her own good, she inhaled a few times and blew the breaths out slow.

Adrenaline had greeted her when she’d opened her eyes that morning. Something was stirring today.

Besides her.

Maybe it was Knight. He’d agreed that the second car bomb changed things. The brothers needed help. But he wanted her to remain undercover. So, her hands were still tied. He did promise to send another agent, as soon one was free.

She reached for another piece of clothes to fold, a shirt, and as an afterthought, brought to her nose. Washing, no doubt, had removed his scent, but she inhaled anyway.

And that’s how he found her.

“You okay?” Rook walked all the way in and shut the door.

She lowered the shirt from her heated face and nodded. “Yeah, just checking to make sure it smelled clean.”

Lordy, she was an idiot.

Tarah folded the last of his clothes, noting the laundry room felt smaller, and a hell of a lot more intimate since he’d walked in. He’d been awfully quiet. She turned to face him. “Is something wrong?”

He shook his head and remained silent, but the heat in his eyes spoke volumes.

Tarah trembled, and, once again, reached out the grab the washer. Only she grabbed a very hot, very hard male instead.

Rook crushed her close, cupping the back of her head while his mouth crashed over hers, kissing her long and deep and frantic.

Heaven.

Damn, he was hot. And so hungry. Tarah met his tongue stroke for stroke as he lifted her up and set her on the dryer, standing between her thighs. Oh, yeah, this was good. She wrapped her legs around him and pulled him in.

A deep, sexy groan rumbled in his chest and he rocked against her. She saw stars and returned the favor, rubbing against the large bulge in his jeans.

He drew back and cursed. “Killing me.” He panted against her neck. “I’ve tried to stay away.” Then he was kissing her throat while his hands finally found their way to her chest.

“I know. Me too.” She clutched the back of his head and sucked in air, her mind and body unable to process all the sensations rushing through her.

A knock sounded on the door. “Dinner’s ready in five minutes,” Burly announced.

They broke apart, and Rook turned his back to her and gripped the sink. She watched the play of muscles across his shoulders as his body rose with each labored breath. “All right,” he called, his voice a lot steadier than hers.

She was still panting too hard to speak. Or move.

He washed his face, dried it with a paper towel, then tossed it in the trash before he turned to offer his hand.

She shook her head. “Probably not a good idea for me to touch you right now.”

Heat returned to his eyes and his jaw worked a time or two before he nodded and left the room.

Tarah blew out a breath, and finally hopped down to splash cold water on her face. Lord help her. How was she supposed to make it through dinner when it wasn’t food she was hungry for?
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Rook was in deep.

There was no doubt about it. He couldn’t get Tarah off his mind. All week he’d tried. Guilt clawed at his gut for asking Remy to guard her while he looked for any excuse to get out of the house to keep away from the woman.

She was his job.

But, somewhere over the past eight days, that had changed. So had she. He could feel it. The woman was just as torn up with this crazy ass need as he was.

It was insane.

And dangerous.

Why the hell had he gone into that laundry room?

Dinner went by in a blur. He was vaguely aware of the others talking, and of making a remark here and there. As soon as he could, he excused himself and headed for the stables, happy to have the evening chores to expend his pent-up energy, even if they already paid people to do them. He needed to work.

“Hey, Rook,” Henry greeted as he entered. “I wanted to ask if you were in my office about an hour ago.”

An hour ago, he’d had his mouth on Tarah’s sweet skin. He shook his head to break her spell, and focused on the ranch foreman. “No. Why?”

“My door was unlocked.” Henry shrugged. “I probably just forgot to lock it when I ran into town.”

Rook stiffened. He took nothing for granted anymore. “Did you check the video feed?” Security cameras were in and outside all the buildings except the house. If someone had broken in, it would’ve been recorded.

“Yeah.” The manager nodded. “No one entered.”

He rubbed his chin. “Anything look out of place?”

“Nope. Like I said, I probably just forgot to lock it.” He slapped Rook’s back. “I’ll let you get back to it, but if I had such a pretty fiancée in that house, I sure wouldn’t be out here moving hay. Let the guys do it. Go on and enjoy your woman.”

His woman…

Rook liked the sound of it. Too much.

He loaded hay in a cart and pushed it to the far end of the stables, laying bedding in stall after stall until he ran out of hay. His body was working on automatic. He pushed the cart back for more hay, giving the other workers a chance to shovel out more stalls for him to fill. Try as he might, his mind kept returning to Tarah.

She could never be his woman. In fact, he probably only had another week or so before the Federal Marshals came and took her away.

Where would that leave him?

Sorry.

The answer hit him like a blow to his hallowed out gut. He would be damn sorry if he let her go without ever seeing where their passion led. The promise of what it could be in her arms was too damn good for him not to explore.

He was an ass for already letting a week go by.

Shoving the pitchfork against the wagon, Rook evened out his pulse while he brushed off his clothes. No more resisting. No more playing it safe. Following rules. Putting duty first.

For the first time in his life, Rook was going to live a little.

Take a lot.

And give even more.

The sun had already disappeared by the time he entered the house and set the alarm for the night. Burly had long gone to bed, and judging by the light spilling from under the office door, his brother was working on training schedules.

After double-checking to make sure all the doors and windows were locked, Rook went straight upstairs and knocked on Tarah’s door.

He would not be sleeping in the hall tonight.


Chapter Eight
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Tarah had just gotten off the phone with her boss for her nightly check-in when the knock came. Her pulse immediately jumped into Rook ravenous mode. Accelerated and loud.

She knew it was him before she even opened the door to find him leaning against the frame, a sexy-as-sin grin on his face.

He looked different. Sure. Determined. As if he’d made up his mind about something.

Her heart rocked against her ribs. Heaven help her, that something was her.

“Hi,” she said, voice a little throaty.

His smile was breathtaking, and the hunger in his eyes threatened to steal her strength. “Can I come in?”

“Oh, yes, sure.” She stepped aside, then shut the door, her mind snagging on the fact that the viral man was in her room. And the urge to offer him her bed tickled her lips. “Is something wrong?”

He shook his head. “No, for the first time, I think things are right. I’m supposed to be on this side of the door, Tarah.”

Was he actually saying what she thought he was saying? She sucked in a breath and nodded.

“I know you’re under my protection and I’m not supposed to get involved with you. And I know you’ll be leaving soon.” He stepped close then, running his hands up her arms. “I realized something today.”

She set her hands on his hips and met his gaze. “Oh? What?”

“I don’t want to fight this…whatever it is between us. So, I’m asking you, what do you want?” He cupped her face and stared deep into her eyes.

She wondered how he expected her to answer with her heart beating rapidly in her throat. Her hands shook as she ran them up to palm his chest. “You,” she managed, and apparently, that’s all he needed because he lowered his mouth to hers and teased and nipped until she moaned and opened up for him.

He was such a great kisser. A master. And she was lost in the sensations when a splice of reality broke through. This would be so perfect if he knew who she was and why she was really there.

Was it fair to give into this crazy yearning without telling him?

She drew back, walked to her dresser, and stared at her shaking hands. It was decision time. She removed her bracelet, feeling too guilty letting him touch her while she wore a connection to the agency.

Rook pressed his chest to her back and kissed her neck. Breath hitched in her throat. Damn, he was good. He knew her trigger spots better than she did.

The more he nuzzled and ran his wicked hands up and down her sides, the more her trepidation and guilt about getting physical without him knowing her true identity flew out the window.

“Relax. We don’t have to do anything you don’t want to,” he whispered against her skin.

She shivered at the feel of his hot mouth on her skin.

“I want to. I just…” She sucked in a breath. Damn, he was zapping her brain cells. She almost let it slip she hated lying to him. “I-It’s been awhile. I don’t want to disappoint you.”

Not a lie.

Two strong hands gripped her shoulders and turned her to face him.

“You could never disappoint me, Tarah.”

She hoped not. God, she hoped not.

And she wasn’t just talking about the sex. Maybe when he found out she was an agent, he wouldn’t hate her. Much.

Rook dipped down to stare straight into her eyes. “I mean it.” Then he captured her mouth and reminded her of the crazy ass connection between them.

By the time he lifted his head, she shook with enough desire and need to cancel out any misgivings. She was doing this. She was going to get naked, and enjoy his incredible body, even if her good parts were woefully out of practice.

“I believe you.” She eased her grip on his shirt as she dragged in air.

A devilish grin curved his lips. “Good. Hold that thought. I need to grab a shower.”

“Use mine,” she said, not wanting him to leave her room for fear one of them might come to their senses.

“All right. I’ll be quick.” After a peck on her forehead, he turned and disappeared into her bathroom.

Tarah locked her bedroom door, and walked to the window out of habit to check for signs of anything suspicious. Satisfied everything appeared stable, she turned to eye the bathroom door.

Rook was in her shower.

Naked.

Her body thrummed with a swirl of emotions the cowboy incited. Passion. Need. A hunger too damn fierce to ignore anymore. The thought of him standing under the water all hot and hard and naked, rubbing soap all over his ripped body, propelled her across the room. She kicked off her sandals along the way, then set her cheek and palm to the bathroom door. The sound of the shower running increased the beat of her heart.

She swallowed, then shook her head. What the hell was she doing out here fantasizing about the man when she could join him?

For a brief moment, she hesitated, wondering if a school teacher would be so bold. With a naked Rook in her shower? Hell yeah!

She opened the door and steam rolled over her in a burst of heat. A similar heat raced through her body at the sight of Rook’s faint outline in the fogged glass door. Her throat dried. She stepped closer to peer through an opening in the door.

He was magnificent, one hand braced on the wall in front of him, water pounding between his shoulder blades, down his muscled back, and over the gorgeous, perfect curve of his ass. The occasional battle scar only increased his appeal.

Tarah’s body was on fire. She stripped off her shirt and jeans and the movement caught his attention. He grabbed the soap and rubbed it all over his body, his gaze ablaze. She should look away. She even started to turn, but then he wrapped his hand around himself, and the action rooted her to the spot. He was truly incredible. With his smoldering gaze locked on hers, he held on to his hard length but didn’t stroke.

“Thought you might need a hand,” she forced out. “But, looks like you’ve got a tight grip on things.”

Holy crap. Had she just said that?

He smiled a very dangerous, tempting, bad-boy smile.

Damn man made her nuts. Tarah’s whole body vibrated with need. Rook continued to wash up, rubbing his soapy hands through his hair before he stepped under the spray to rinse off. Her heart just about raced right out of her chest.

Water and suds continued to sluice down Rook’s body. Her mouth watered. What was she waiting for? She undid her ponytail and shook out her hair.

Rook opened the door more, and given the fire in his eyes, he approved. “Keep going,” he urged, voice husky.

She held his gaze while she removed her bra and panties.

His eyes flamed and he inhaled as if air suddenly disappeared. She knew the feeling because he gave her a come-here finger crook and she momentarily forgot how to breathe. Apparently, there was still enough function left in her brain to cause her to step into the shower. Hot water rushed over her sensitive body.

Rook groaned at the sight. “You’re so damn beautiful, Tarah.” He hooked an arm around her and slowly pulled her in.

She knew he was giving her a chance to stop. Not happening. No way. To show she had no reservations, she slid her hands up his glorious chest to rest around his neck.

“You’re shaking,” he murmured. “Cold?”

Feeling shy for some stupid reason, she shook her head.

He narrowed his gaze. “Nervous.”

“A little.” She swallowed. “I don’t want to disappoint you.” And because she wanted to be as honest as she could with him, she decided to open up a little bit more. “I haven’t done this in a while.”

“Define a while.”

She dropped her gaze to his throat. “Three years.”

He dipped down to catch her gaze. “Bad experience?”

“No, not really.”

He was so sweet her heart actually ached, and she tried not to think of him and Nikki having this same conversation. That was in the past. She was with Rook now, and he wanted her. Except, the her he wanted wasn’t exactly the her she was.

Because that statement was too confusing to contemplate, she forced it out of her mind.

His hot mouth was on her then, kissing his way to her ear. “Wanna tell me about it?”

She gripped his biceps and closed her crossed eyes. “He was just a soldier I hooked up with overseas.”

At times, those stolen moments were a means to get through some of the horrors of deployment, and other times, it was because the guy was safe. Her heart had never been threatened.

Unlike now. Her heart was very involved with the special man sinking his teeth into her neck. She gasped and tightened her grasp on his arms.

“Coping mechanism.” His lips brushed down her jaw and hovered near her mouth.

She opened her eyes to find his warm with understanding, and hot with need. “Yes. He was my only lover. So…” She let her voice trail off, too embarrassed to repeat her earlier “I don’t want to disappoint you” phrase.

He gave her a heart-melting smile. “This is going to be different, Tarah. I promise. We’re going to be good together.”

Given the way her body reacted to his, and how great it felt being crushed against him, she nodded.

“Good,” he repeated against her lips, and brought his free hand up to tip her face while he kissed her, soft and seeking, then heated and demanding.

As expected, he took her out of her head and a blissful wave of desire washed through her. She shoved her fingers up into his hair and brushed the back of his neck with her thumbs, reveling in his groan.

Rook was right. It was good. But Tarah never doubted it. Still, she was surprised at how quickly she got lost in the sensations of being in his arms, her chest brushing his, with heat and need thrumming through her, and a hunger so damn strong it made her knees weak.

No man had ever made her knees weak before.

He swept his tongue along hers, and she moaned into his mouth. At the sound, he drew back, sexy damn smile curving his lips. She returned his grin while she tugged his mouth back. The man knew how to kiss. Good thing he had his arm around her when he ended it or Tarah would’ve joined the water pooling at his feet.

His lips grazed her jaw, her throat, nipped at her neck, then he pulled back to meet her gaze, his own hot on fire and intense. “You good?”

She opened her mouth, but her pulse seemed to have pounded away her voice.

“Tarah,” he said, very gently but resolute, “It’s okay. I’ve got you. I promise I’m going to make you feel so good you’ll forget your past experience, and whatever is putting that troubled look in your eyes.”

Now her pulse was working triple time. He was putting that troubled look in her eyes. She couldn’t help but worry if she was experienced enough for such an alpha man. Did she even have a prayer of comparing to Nikki? The woman was beautiful and worldly. And Tarah definitely couldn’t help but feel guilty over deceiving him.

But, she realized, she was going to have to let all that go if she wanted him to continue. And, oh yeah, she wanted him to continue.

He stared into her eyes. “Tarah?”

“Yes, please…to all of it.” To show she was serious, she ran her hands down his hot, wet, delectable body and curled her fingers around his large erection. “I want all of you, Rook.”

“You’ve got me.”

He crushed her close, kissing her over and over until she was a trembling pile of need. Her mind finally shut down and her body took over. She touched and stroked wherever she could, and when he grabbed the soap and smiled at her with a dark, heavy-lidded gaze, she nearly lost it right there.

His hands were warm and big and sure as he soaped her arms, stomach, and chest. It soon became obvious the man was a master at more than kissing. His slow, deliberate strokes turned light and teasing, brushing the sides of her breasts, then the heavy underside. She held her breath, waiting, anticipating for more. It was worth the wait because when he finally cupped her whole breast and brushed her nipple with his thumb, she cried out. Couldn’t help it. The sharp zing of need spiraled straight between her legs.

“Like that?” He continued to tease her until she called out his name. “I’ll take that as an affirmative.”

She watched as he dropped to his knees, and anticipation ran rampant. Rook guided the soap down her legs then back up, traveling over her ass, which he cupped and lingered, all the while holding her gaze. His was deliciously dark with a fierce heat, and some of her earlier apprehension evaporated. He liked touching her. That realization made her feel sexy and strong. Then he soaped her upper thighs.

And her good parts in between.

She gasped, grasping his shoulders.

“Spread your feet.”

“I would if I could feel them.”

He sent her a sexy, smug grin and used his hands to nudge her feet apart. For a split second, Tarah felt self-conscious at being wide open, but then his hands were on her.

And then his mouth.


Chapter Nine
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Tarah was so out of her league, yet right where she wanted to be with Rook on target, slowly touching, kissing, stroking. He’d reduced her to a panting, needy, fingers-clutching-his-head-like-a-fanatic idiot. And she didn’t care. It was great. He was great. And too good.

“Rook.” She panted again. “I…”

“It’s okay. Let go for me.” He added a finger. “Now.”

She obeyed. Flew apart. Burst. But he was right there, holding her, stroking her, gently bringing her down. The moment her control returned, she opened her eyes and found him watching. His smile was bad-boy delicious, and she wanted to treat him to the same.

Pulling him to his feet, she pressed his back against the wall and arched a brow. “My turn.”

She ran her hands over his magnificent body, following her caresses with her tongue, stopping once in a while to nip a ridge here and a muscle there. She dropped to her knees and watched her hand glide over his abs, fascinated by the way his muscles jerked under her touch. She’d done this before. But never in a shower. Just the captain’s bunk.

Tarah found she liked this position better. Gave her more control.

Holding Rook’s hips, she leaned in and licked his thick erection all the way to the tip. Then treated the underside to the same lick-sporation before she took him fully in her mouth.

A low, rough sound rumbled in his chest. She glanced up and her pulse increased. Head back, eyes closed, mouth parted. The man took her breath. His reached out and shoved his hands in her hair, more to hold onto her than to guide. Empowered, she set out to take him apart and devour him as he had done to her. He groaned and tightened his grip. So, she slid a hand around to grab his perfect ass while she worked him in and out, swirling her tongue around his tip.

“Damn…that’s good,” he muttered, his body tense and on fire.

She continued to watch the vein throb in his neck and wondered what would happen if she increased her strokes. So she did.

A few seconds later, he swore and hauled her up.

“Not fair,” she pouted. “I came for you.”

He set his forehead to hers and blew out a breath. “I want to be inside you when I come.”

“Technically, you were.”

He choked out a laugh. “True. But I want you to come, too.”

“Oh.”

He drew back and grinned, ever so wicked and delicious. “Exactly.” Then he stepped outside the shower and returned in less than a minute with a condom. “Put your arms around me and I’ll carry you to the bed.”

“Oh.”

He grinned. “I think we already established that.”

She snickered. “That’s not what I meant.”

“What then?” His gaze narrowed.

“Nothing. I-I just thought we were going to have shower sex. I’ve never had it before.”

His resolute gaze returned. “Then you’ll have it now.” He shut the shower door, and she watched, mesmerized, as he rolled the condom on. Her whole body hummed with need.

“Now, where were we?” He stalked closer.

“Um…you were about to initiate me into shower sex.”

He pinned her against the tiles with his hot, hard body, his mouth a breath away. “Step one. Get naked.” He kissed her, long and deep.

“Done,” she replied when they broke for air.

“Step two.” He brushed his lips down her throat. “Make you come.”

His words nearly did.

“Done,” she squeaked out.

“Then you should be nice and wet and ready for me.” He held her gaze while he ran a hand down her body and slid a finger inside.

She gasped and he smiled, removing his finger.

“Nice and wet.”

“And ready,” she added, grasping his erection and tugging.

Muttering a curse, he hoisted her up and she automatically wrapped her legs around him. “I had to make sure you’re ready. I don’t want to hurt you.”

Even totally worked up, the man was thoughtful and sweet. And, once again, guilt spilled to the surface. She didn’t want to hurt him either. She had to tell him. “Rook. I need to t—”

“It’s okay. Just hold on to me,” he said. “I’ll take care of that need.”

It wasn’t what she’d meant, but he pinned her against the wall, seared his mouth to hers, and all coherent thought disappeared like the water that now pounded his back. Instinct and need took over. She parted her lips and touched her tongue to Rook’s, and a low, sexy growl sounded from the back of his throat.

In no time flat, she was hot and bothered. And ached. Damn, how she ached. He dipped down to suck a nipple into his mouth, and she arched up. Desire gripped tight. She closed her eyes and moaned his name.

A second later, she felt his hand slide up her thigh. With her legs wrapped around him, she was wide open and at his mercy. He switched to her other nipple, and as his finger slipped inside her, out of nowhere, she came again.

When she finally blinked her eyes open, she found him staring at her, eyes dark and hungry, and bad-boy smug again.

“You are amazing.”

“Me?” she panted. “You’re the one giving the pleasure.”

“Oh, you’re wrong, Tarah. So damn wrong,” he insisted, taking her mouth in a deliciously rough, demanding, and thorough kiss that curled her toes.

When he broke the kiss, she was still shuddering with adrenaline as he held her gaze and pushed inside.

Oh, damn, he felt…

“Perfect,” he uttered. “I knew it. Knew we’d be good.”

He was right. So very right.

He cupped her ass and thrust deeper, grinding the two of them together with every stroke. Her eyes drifted shut and she was lost in the sensation of their bodies pressed tight, chest to chest, hip to hip, flesh to hot, wet flesh.

He nipped at her collarbone. “You with me, Tarah?”

She forced her eyes open and found his gaze intense and hot as hell. “Yes.”

“Good. Stay with me.” He thrust long and hard and deep, holding her gaze the entire time.

She was close to that blissful edge again; her nerves were shouting. “Rook,” she gasped.

Luckily, Rook was well-versed in unspoken words. He slipped a hand between them and pressed his thumb lightly to her center. Only one more of his masterful hard thrusts and the erotic pull of their bodies caused her to burst.

His low, rough groan bounced off the tiles as he shoved deep inside and followed her over. Several long seconds later, he slid them to the shower floor, pulled out, then slumped against her.

It was a few moments before Tarah finally found her breath. But not her legs, they were still a quivering mess.

Rook brushed a kiss to her cheek, lifted his head and studied her. “You okay?”

“Okay?” She managed a snort. “I’m better than okay, Rook. That was…wow.”

A deep satisfaction entered his gaze and he lightly cupped her chin. “Yes, it was.” He kissed her as he reached up to shut off the water. “I’ll be right back,” he promised, and left the shower.

In less than a minute, he was back with a big fluffy towel, which he used to meticulously dry her off after he helped her to her feet. She gripped the top of the shower doors for support while he took his leisure time rubbing her still thrumming body. She smiled when he even towel dried her hair.

The man was thorough. And right. It had been good. Damn good.

“Okay.” Without warning, he scooped her in his arms and carried her into her room. “It’s time I took you to bed.”

He surprised her when he crawled in and hauled her tight against him, unsure if he intended to stay in the bed or guard by the door. She fought off sleep, expecting him to leave any minute. But when the seconds turned to minutes and he made no sign to get up, his arm draped around her as he held her close, she sighed, and snuggled in. Her face rested on his bare chest, and his heart beat steady and sure under her ear. Not even the lingering pangs of guilt could break the peaceful contentment that washed over Tarah and lulled her into a dreamless sleep.

When she woke, sun streamed in the window, shining in the spot where Rook had been.

She was alone.
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Rook felt like a jerk leaving Tarah’s bed before the crack of dawn, but he’d had a few calls to make. One of them to his boss. He should’ve called last night. His lips twitched into a grin. He’d been otherwise occupied.

Once the intoxicating woman had invited him into her room and their lips had met, he was done. The rest of the world and its problems had faded away. In a normal world, that was great.

He didn’t live in a normal world.

Didn’t live a normal life.

His gaze shifted around the kitchen where he sat drinking coffee while Burly read the newspaper.

As a protector, Rook needed to be aware of his surroundings and everyone in them at all times.

The only thing he’d been aware of last night was Tarah, and how damn good it had felt to let go of his restraint and lose himself inside her.

“Earth to Rook.” His brother appeared out of nowhere and snapped his fingers in front of Rook’s face. “You okay, bro?”

He blinked and set his mug down. “Yeah. Fine. Why?”

“You were kind of off in the fog.” Remy filled a mug and sat down.

Burly grinned at his paper. “Been that way all morning.”

His brother stilled and narrowed his gaze. “Son-of-a-bitch. You slept with her.”

“Looks like it,” their old friend answered for him, face split into a huge grin. “’Bout time, too.”

“I’m not sure it’s such a good thing,” Remy said, shaking his head.

“Why not?” Burly frowned. “Don’t you like her?”

His brother shrugged. “I like her fine. In fact, I think she’s great for Rook.”

He lifted a hand. “I’m right here, you know.”

“Then why aren’t you speaking up?” Remy scoffed.

“Waiting for a reason to.”

“How about this?” Remy sat back in his chair, gaze full of serious concern. “You’re fooling around with a woman who’s about to enter witness protection any day. I mean, that is where she’s probably headed, right?”

A tightening squeezed across Rook’s chest with crushing force. He nodded.

“When she does,” Remy continued, “you’ll never see her again. Are you prepared for that, bro? Because I know I sure wouldn’t be.”

The pain in his chest increased at the thought of the special woman disappearing from his life so soon. In her presence, in her arms, he’d found a complete satisfaction and contentment he’d never known existed.

Could he give it up? He didn’t honestly know.

Remy lifted his mug and stared at him from over the rim. “Look, I just don’t want to see you get hurt. That being said, life is short. No one knows that better than me. Yes, the two of you haven’t known each other long, but anyone can see you have a connection. That’s rare, bro. Trust me.”

Rook nodded again. He’d been around the world. Met a lot of women. Some he hooked up with, others he didn’t. But none had captured his attention with a photo and held him captivated with a glance.

Until Tarah.

“So, no one is going to fault you if you want to make the most of the time you have,” his brother stated. “But keep your head in the game. Just because there haven’t been any attempts on her life yet doesn’t mean it can’t happen five minutes from now.”

Remy wasn’t telling him anything Rook hadn’t already contemplated.

The rustling of paper filled the room as Burly set the news down. “Couldn’t Rook go with her?”

His brother’s head snapped back, and even Rook raised a brow.

“Yeah, I guess he could,” Remy answered, then met his gaze. “He’d have to leave here, his job, his past, his history, and everyone he knows behind in order not to compromise her new identity.”

The tightness was back in his chest again.

The old man nodded. “Sometimes sacrifices have to be made in the name of love.”

“Burly.” Remy grinned. “I never realized you were such a romantic.”

“It’s your mother’s fault. She was the biggest romantic I knew.” Burly held each of their gazes before he nodded. “You two would do good to remember that.” Then he folded the paper and got up from the table. “I think it’s time I put breakfast on.”

“Need any help?” Tarah asked, breezing into the kitchen with a smile on her face, hair in a ponytail, and a pretty purple sundress hugging those curves he’d kissed every inch of a few hours ago.

His heart literally leapt in his chest at the sight of her. Rook had hoped to get back upstairs to her with breakfast so they could’ve had their morning after in private.

“No thanks, honey. You sit down and help yourself to coffee.” Burly smiled, motioning toward the table.

“Good morning,” she said to him and his brother, and headed for the chair next to Remy.

Not today.

Rook rose to his feet and cut her off, deciding not to worry about the future and just concentrate on the present.

“Morning,” he said, pulling her in close, loving how her body swayed into him even though her gaze was shy and reserved. He dipped down to kiss her lips and inhale her intoxicating coconut scent. “Sleep well?”

A sensuous grin curved her lips. “Very.” She glanced at his brother and Burly, but neither were paying them any attention.

He kissed the tip of her nose. “I was going to bring you breakfast in bed.”

Her brows rose and the most brilliant smile lit her face. “You were? Thank you.” She lifted up on tiptoe and brushed her lips to his.

A surge of pleasure and satisfaction rushed through him at her willingness to show affection in front of the others.

She kissed his cheek on her way to his ear. “Do you want me to go back up and get naked in bed?”

Rook inhaled, his whole body tightening at the visual her words induced. Hell yeah!

Her breath washed over his neck. “Or, maybe we can sneak back up afterwards…” Her whisper trailed off, leaving him hungry for Tarah and not breakfast.

“Well, are you two going to stand there cuddling all morning or sit down and start eating these eggs?” Burly teased, setting a platter of scrambled eggs on the table.

Remy already started to dig in.

Tarah patted his chest. “Looks like we’ll go with plan B.”

He smiled, totally on board with plan B. Either way it was a win/win. Since her time on the ranch was winding down, Rook intended to make the most of it.

Even if it killed him to let her go.
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Several afternoons later, Tarah was sitting on the couch, smiling at Semper and Fi playing with two balls she’d made from aluminum foil, while Rook watched a history show on TV. He had his arm tossed around her, and a sense of belonging and home settled deep as he brought her in tight against his strong frame.

She slid her palm over his abs and set her cheek against his chest, soothed by the strong, sure thudding of his heart.

Was this what it felt like to be loved?

Although, loved was probably too strong a word. Cared about felt more appropriate for the short amount of time she and Rook had known each other. Whatever it was, it felt good. Damn good. Like nothing she’d ever experienced before.

Not counting her brother, no one had given a damn about her or her welfare while growing up. Not her foster family, and certainly not her mother. The woman had chosen to love a bottle more than her children after Tarah’s dad was KIA. Tarah had taken care of her mother and her brother until her mom didn’t want it anymore.

What she felt with Rook, and for Rook, and from Rook, was far different. Better. Amazing. And much more.

Although she’d tried not to, Tarah was falling for the man more and more every day.

“What are you thinking about?” he asked, hugging her closer.

She tipped her head to meet his gaze and smiled. “You, this.” She squeezed him back. “It’s nice.”

“Agreed.” He dipped down to kiss her lips, kick-starting her pulse. All too soon, he pulled away, leaving her wanting for more.

A daily occurrence.

Since their incredible shower sex, he’d taken to sleeping in her bed, not outside her door, and no matter how many times she had the man, she was always ready for more.

The only downfall to having him in her bed was the end of her early morning, and sometimes late night, check-ins with her boss. Tarah had to get creative with her call times, since Rook rarely left the house anymore, or her side. There was almost no need for the fake ring on her finger. She never went outside. He spent more and more time watching her, and touching her, and bringing her so much pleasure it should be criminal.

In a sense, it made her feel guilty. She knew why he was doing it. He thought she was leaving any day to disappear into the system. God, she hated lying to him. The incredible caring, trusting man was going to be so hurt and betrayed when he found out she actually worked with him.

His forehead wrinkled in concern. “Now what are you thinking?”

Damn, he was astute. Always determined to keep things as truthful as possible, she lifted a hand to lightly caress his jaw. “That I love being in your arms. I hate to see it end.”

Not a lie.

A fierce emotion akin to regret flashed through his eyes. “Me too.” He squeezed her in tight and kissed the top of her head just as her phone vibrated in the pocket of her jeans.

TJ, no doubt.

She had been waiting for him to get back to her about that crowd of onlookers. Lisa was going through the names three at a time. The former Naval Intelligence Officer had already dismissed half of them. Tarah hoped this next batch yielded more.

“Sorry to interrupt.” Remy leaned his good shoulder against the doorway to his office. “But I need to borrow Rook for a few minutes.”

Rising to her feet with Rook, she smiled. “No worries, I need to use the bathroom anyway.”

Although she wished she could listen in on their conversation, Tarah used the opportunity to check her text. Once safely secured in her upstairs bathroom, she pulled out her phone to find the words Call Lisa on her screen.

Adrenaline kicked into gear. She called Lisa.

“Hey, Tarah. I’m here with Sam and I have you on speaker.”

She exchanged greetings, anticipation killing her. “Have you found something?”

“No,” Lisa replied. “Not yet. But I’ve narrowed it down. All of the trainers are in the clear, so that leaves two girls and two guys. Nancy Tate, Charlotte Wilson, Trey Gibson, and John Smith.”

“John Smith,” she repeated, and heard Sam laugh.

“Yeah, there’s a conspicuous name if I ever heard one,” he said.

She smiled. “I agree.”

“I’m digging into all of them now, but Smith will take a little longer even with his photo, as you can imagine.”

She blew out a breath. “Yeah.”

“Not exactly what you wanted to hear, I know,” Lisa stated, understanding softening her tone.

Tarah nodded. “At least you narrowed the list from twelve to four.”

“True, and I have a hunch, but don’t want to say anything now. I’ll just keep digging,” her friend said. “And just so you know, Rook asked us to look into these same people, so we just emailed the information to him, too.”

She breathed a sigh of relief.

He actually listened to me.

“So, tell me, Tarah, how are you doing?” Lisa asked.

“Yeah, is my buddy driving you nuts yet?” Sam chuckled. “Rook can be stubborn.”

She snickered. “Oh, he’s that.”

And determined. It was never more evident than in bed. The man worked her over with the clear and utter intent of taking her out of herself.

More than once.

She was damn lucky. And didn’t want to lose him.

“Oh…dear,” Lisa exclaimed. “You slept with him, didn’t you?”

Tarah’s heart tripped and she could feel heat flooding her face because Rook’s buddy was listening in. But, since it was out there, no sense in denying it.

She inhaled and nodded. “Yes. I know it’s frowned upon at the agency, but I really like him. And the chemistry is insane.”

“Don’t sweat it,” her friend reassured. “Especially if there’s chemistry involved. There’s no way you could’ve resisted. Trust me. I know.”

She heard what sounded like a kiss in the background. Tarah smiled. Yes, those two knew exactly what she’d meant.

“Lisa and I tried to fight it, but that was impossible, so don’t beat yourself up about it.”

“Thanks, Sam. But I do.” She ran a hand through her hair and shook her head. “Rook is going to hate me when he finds out I’m with the agency. I hate lying to him. Any chance I can tell him today?”

“Can you get him to agree to let the agency help him?” Lisa asked.

She sighed. “No. Too damn stubborn.”

“True.” Sam snorted. “But there’s also a deeper reason for his stubbornness. Rook has lost people he cared about because they tried to help him.”

Her heart dropped to her knees. “That’s terrible. Who?”

“When he was ten, his mother died protecting him during a tornado, and on one of our ops the year he joined my SEAL team, one of his buddies pushed him aside and took a bullet in the head.”

Tarah sank down onto the toilet and closed her eyes, her heart aching for his loss.

“So, I’m not surprised he keeps turning down the commander’s request to help,” Sam exclaimed. “There’s no way he’ll put any of us in harm’s way because of him.”

She nodded, even though they couldn’t see. Her shoulders hunched under the weight of those revelations. Rook would never agree to let the agency help, which meant she had to continue to share his bed under false pretenses.

Each day that went by, she could feel the lie choking her tighter and tighter, like a noose around her throat.

“Hang in there,” Lisa encouraged. “One of these names will pan out. I can feel it. Then we can put an end to his threats, and you can come clean.”

That couldn’t happen fast enough.

“Just don’t forget about Serrano, Tarah,” Sam warned. “Rook’s assignment isn’t a ruse. You’re not there under false pretenses. Just a false name. You do need protecting, too. So, watch your back.”

Funny how a reminder that her life was in danger made her feel better. It eased some of the burden from her shoulders. “Will do.”

“I’ll text you as soon as I find something,” Lisa promised. “Be careful, and don’t beat yourself up about this. You’re doing your job. Keeping him safe.”

A little more tension released its grasp on her neck. Her throat heated. “Thanks,” she said before ending the call and shoving the phone back in her pocket.

She splashed cool water on her face, brushed her hair, straightened her tank top, then headed back downstairs. Today, things were going to change. She could feel it. Even the air felt different. Thicker.

When she entered the living room, Rook was already there standing in front of the big window, arm raised, braced against the frame as he peered out at the ranch. Her body immediately sprang to life, right down to her nerve endings. She sidled up behind him, slipped her arms around his waist below his holster, and pressed up against his back, resting her cheek on his shoulder blade.

“Everything okay?”

The corded muscles in his forearms brushed over hers as he hugged her arms. “Storm’s coming.”

She lifted her head to peer over his shoulder, finding the sky darkening to a deep purple. And as she stood there with her arms wrapped around him, the clouds reflected the sun in a brilliant yellow display.

Breathtaking.

She glanced to the east. Clear blue skies. When she glance back to the south and the approaching storm, she spotted movement in the pasture.

Her heart stopped.

“Oh my God.” She pulled away from Rook and rushed to the door.


Chapter Ten
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“Tarah! Where are you going?” Alarm shook through Rook.

“Outside,” she called over her shoulder. “The kittens are in that pasture.”

How the hell did they get outside?

“Tarah, wait!”

His heart dropped to his gut and whole body went on alert as she tore out of the house. It wasn’t safe for her out there, between the damn threats, and now this approaching storm. He took off after her, gun drawn, gaze scanning the horizon for any dangers.

Jesus, she ran fast. He picked up his pace and caught up to her, grasping her arm to bring her to a halt. Wind whipped around them at an accelerated pace as it started to hail. “Tarah, just stop. It’s not safe for you out here.”

“I’ll be fine.” She lifted an arm to shield her face. “Let’s just get the kittens back into the house. This hail could kill them. How the heck did they get out here, Rook?”

“I don’t know.” He turned to stare at the house, not liking what his gut told him. They certainly hadn’t wandered out on their own.

With his eye on the massive funnel cloud forming about two miles away, he reluctantly let her go. They were closer to the cats than the house now. He holstered his gun and sprinted with her across the field to the kittens, hail pelting their bodies with a painful sting.

“Someone had to have brought them out here.” She echoed his thoughts, scooping Semper into her arms while he grabbed Fi.

“I agree. Must’ve been while I was in the office and you were upstairs.” He grasped her arm and tugged her toward the storm shelter by the barn, hoping they’d make it in time. They’d never make the one by the house where he could see Burly and Remy were headed.

By the time they reached the shelter, the hail stopped, rain picked up…and tornado touched down he estimated two miles away. The trajectory looked as if it might travel west and miss them, but he knew firsthand how a funnel could change direction last minute.

He handed Fi to Tarah, and strained to lift the door against the wind. The last time he’d been caught in a storm of this magnitude, he’d lost someone very dear. That was not going to happen again. Never again.

Digging deep, he found the extra strength to lift the door enough for her to climb in, then followed, pulling with all his might to shut them in and push the slider into the lock to bolt the door.

“You okay?” He felt along the side wall for the flashlight on the shelf and flicked it on.

Bright light illuminated the state-of-the-art bunker, complete with a table, two bunks, shelves, and enough room to pile in ten people comfortably. His brother had it built at the same time as the facility. He grabbed two chem-lights from a box, cracked and shook them, and a green glow filled the room. A good light source without batteries.

He returned the flashlight to the shelf, tossed the light sticks on the table, then twisted to Tarah, and sucked in a breath. Blood streaked down her face and arms. “You’re hurt.”

His heart rolled in his chest as visions of another storm flashed through his mind. He pushed them aside. Tarah was hurt. Unsure if the cuts were from the hail or kittens, he decided both as he stepped close to take the cats from her and set the squirming wet hellions on a bunk.

“It’s just a few scratches.” She shrugged, concern clouding her gaze. “You think Burly and Remy are okay?”

He pulled out his vibrating phone to find a message from his brother. “Yes, they’re in the shelter by the house, and the ranch hands made it into the training center. So they’re all safe.”

“Thank God.” Her sigh filled the air between them while her lips trembled.

“Come here,” he muttered, drawing her close, needing to hold her, to reassure himself she was indeed all right.

“You’re bleeding, too.” She pressed against him, wrapping her arms around him tight.

The storm raged on above them. He could hear the whistle of the wind, and his ears popped. But he shut it all out, focusing on the living, breathing…shaking woman in his arms. He kissed her temple. “You cold? You’re shaking.”

“So are you,” she said into his neck.

And son-of-a-bitch, she was right. He was shaking.

“You’ve been through these storms before.”

It was a statement, not a question.

“Yeah. A few times,” he replied, lulled by the feel of her warm body pressed close, and her hands slowly gliding up and down his back. “When I was ten, my mom and I had been out riding horses and the weather changed out of nowhere. We ran out of time. Couldn’t get to the shelter, so we tried to take refuge in the barn. When it hit, she pushed me down and covered me with her body. I came out without a scratch, but she didn’t make it.”

He remembered that day vividly, and could still see her dead-eyed stare when he’d tried to wake her up, to get out from underneath the debris.

Tarah’s hand stopped gliding and she hugged him tighter. “I’m sorry, Rook. I’m so sorry you had to go through that.”

His eyes burned, and he could feel the wetness on his face as he gathered Tarah near, soaking up her strength and compassion, letting go of an ache he’d held inside for two decades.

“My mother died when I was fifteen.” Tarah’s voice was thick with emotion a few moments later.

“How?”

She gave a mirthless laugh. “Not doing anything nearly as noble. She got behind the wheel of a car, plastered out of her mind. I tried to stop her, but she punched me in the face and pushed me to the ground. So, I let her go.” She trembled against him. “I swear, had I known she was going to run a red light and take the life of a young mother and daughter with her, I would’ve tried harder. I should’ve tried harder.”

“Hey, it wasn’t your fault.” He drew back to cup her face and stare into her eyes. “You did what you could. That was all on her. Not you. She wasn’t your responsibility, Tarah. You were hers.”

Beautiful blue eyes filled and tears spilled down her cheeks. Something cracked open in his chest and he ached at the sight. Her childhood had been so different compared to his. And that about killed him.

“Thanks.” She turned her head and kissed his palm.

“None needed.” He lowered his mouth to kiss away her tears, then her temple, each eye, slowly making his way to her mouth.

Her trembling increased. He kissed her gently, taking his time. He wasn’t in any hurry, tasting, drinking, showing her how much she’d come to mean to him. And she did. A lot.

So damn much.

She slid her arms around his neck, opened up for him, and melted against him. It was a gift and he took it, slipping his tongue inside to brush against hers. She moaned, and somehow, the kiss changed to a heated, desperate exploration, and before long, he was too far gone to stop.

All the adrenaline from the past half hour amplified into a desperate need to taste her, be inside her, to rejoice at having her near. Warm. Breathing.

Alive.

Every inch of him craved her.

When they drew apart for air, she must’ve been on the same page, because she ripped off her shirt, removed her bra, and unzipped her jeans. His erection throbbed at the sight. Wasting no time, he stripped naked, pulled a condom out of his jeans, and tossed it on the empty bunk, then turned to Tarah as she removed the last of her clothes.

“God, you’re beautiful,” he said, reaching for her to crush her close, taking her mouth in a heated kiss while her rain-drenched, soft curves brushed enticingly against him. He cupped her by the ass and set her on the table, need eating at him from the inside out.

He released her mouth to dip down and lick and kiss his way to her nipple, caressing the other with his hand, rolling the tight bud between his thumb and forefinger then giving a slight tug.

“Rook.” She sucked in a breath when he switched to the other gorgeous peak. “I need you in me now.”

He smiled against her chest. “Soon. I’ve got other plans first.” He gently pressed her down on the table and kissed his way over her belly and hips, loving how her soft skin quivered under his touch. She was intoxicating. While he nipped at her side, he ran his hands down her legs, grabbed her ankles, bending her at the knee as he set her feet flat on the table.

His mouth watered at the sight.

He hit his knees and dragged her closer to the edge before setting his mouth on her upper thigh while he lightly traced her folds with his finger.

“Rook, I—”

“Shh…I know. I got you,” he said against her hot skin, and slipped a finger inside. “So wet.”

A little mewl left her throat, and the sound spurred him on. He wanted to hear it again. Wanted to make her moan and pant and scream his name. He’d never felt that need before. But he felt it now. He was drunk with it. High with it. Need burned through him in a fierce flame. And it was stronger than anything he’d ever experienced. He slipped another finger inside, stroking her in an upward angle he knew she loved.

“Nice…” Her soft moans drove him mad.

He couldn’t wait any longer. He had to taste. Spreading her apart with his fingers, he dipped down and licked. That got him a gasp. So he did it again. And again, watching her grip the sides of the table and hold on as she bucked to meet his strokes. So damn sweet.

“Rook, please.” She lifted up on her elbows and stared down at him through heavy-lidded, smoldering eyes.

She was so close. He could tell. So, he slipped a finger back inside her and watched as her eyes fluttered close and she pulled her lower lip between her teeth. Damn, that was hot. And he was barely holding on himself.

He increased the pace of his finger while he drew her into his mouth and sucked.

She burst with his name on her lips while bucking wildly, nearly taking him with her. She was intoxicating. He continued to suck and drive his finger in and out, prolonging her orgasm until her movements slowed.

A few more slow strokes brought her down, and he lapped at her. He’d never grow tired of her taste. Wild and sweet. He rose to his feet and opened the condom. As he rolled it on, he watched her come back to herself.

She smiled a lazy, satisfied smile. “Damn, Rook. What did you do to me? I don’t think I can move.”

He grinned as he leaned in to skim his mouth near her ear. “I bet I can make you.”

And to prove it, he trailed his fingers around her breasts, circling and circling until he finally brushed her tight peaks.

She moaned and arched up, pushing more of her soft curves into his palms. “You’re magic.”

“No, just addicted to you.” He bit behind her ear, and her hitched breath shook through him. “Put your arms around my neck.”

He hauled her up and carried her to the empty bunk, swallowing a curse when she bit behind his ear. The minx. He set her down, then kissed his way up her delicious curves, lingering on a nipple, enjoying her moans and the nails she dug into his back.

But it wasn’t enough, not nearly enough.

“You ready for me, Tarah?” He spread her legs to kneel between, pressing his aching erection to her wet center.

“Always,” she replied, grasping his hips as he pushed inside.

Heaven.

No other word came close to how he felt surrounded by her. He closed his eyes and strained to hang on to his control. Her thrusting hips didn’t help. But, damn, yeah, they felt good. So good.

He lowered himself down and kissed her, slowly at first, then crazy, wild and frantic, mimicking the storm raging outside.

She made him crazy, made him want and need things he’d never wanted before. He wasn’t going to last long. She was just too exquisite.

Her tongue pressed against his as her hands trailed down his sides then back up to brush her nail over his nipple. Heat fisted in his groin.

She was magic. Not him.

Entwining their fingers, he held her hands by her head and released her mouth as he slowed their pace, enjoying the brush of their bodies as he drove inside her. Flesh to flesh, heart to heart, he could see the emotions he was feeling reflected in her eyes.

She made him whole. Hell, he hadn’t realized he was broken. Not until he touched Tarah and found the piece of himself that had been missing.

A tear streaked down her face. “Rook, I have to tell you—”

“I know.” He cut her off, needing actions, not words. Bending down, he kissed her slow and thorough, reinforcing the inferno blazing inside.

They were so close he could feel her heart thudding against his chest. The connection was strong. Damn strong. She spread her legs, and he groaned as he slid further into her sweet warmth. Lifting his mouth, he trailed kisses to her temple, then drew back so they were face to face. Her gaze was open and honest, and he saw everything he’d stopped her from saying.

He felt the same. There was no way he could leave her. No way he could let her walk away to disappear into the system. She was too special to let go.

As if the emotions and touches were too much, she started to close her eyes.

“No,” he said with a shake of his head. “Don’t close them, Tarah. Stay with me.”

She nodded, and he focused on the desire in her eyes, the need…the love. Her hands squeezed his as she barely held on. As they rocked together, he pulled out nearly all the way, and as he slid back in he increased the pressure of his stroke.

“Rook,” she cried out in a long, drawn-out moan that bounced off the walls of the shelter and pushed him over the edge.

Slumped over her, working to catch his breath, Rook saw things very clear. Tarah was amazing, and what they had couldn’t be duplicated. He knew this, even though their relationship was in its infancy. And it was a relationship. One that he wanted.

He straightened his elbows and stared into her glowing face, momentarily forgetting what he’d wanted to say. She was so damn beautiful. And refreshing. The woman was compassionate and honest. Both rarities in the world, and he felt damn lucky to have found her. No, he wasn’t letting her go, even if that meant following her into the system. It may be stupid, but he was willing to give it all up for her.

A wrapping on the door jolted them apart.

“Rook? You okay?” Remy knocked again. “Unlock this so we can get you out.”

He muttered a curse and rolled off. As much as he enjoyed basking in the afterglow with her, Rook wasn’t keen to do that with his brother making noise above them. Turning his back to her, so he wouldn’t get distracted by her gorgeous curves, he cleaned up before dragging his clothes back on.

How the hell could he have forgotten where they were?

Because he’d been so damn lost in her; his mind answered without reservation.

“Hang on,” he called out, then turned to find her fully dressed, wrapping the napping kittens in a blanket. “You good?”

“Yes.” She smiled and sauntered closer. “Any chance we can sneak back down here sometime?”

His groin instantly tightened. “Hell yeah.” He set one last kiss on her lips before he slid the bolt out of the lock.

Funny how he hadn’t even thought about the state of the house or other buildings. And yet, it made perfect sense. He had everything he needed, wanted, cared about, right by his side. Rook scooped up the wily kittens and followed Tarah out of the shelter to check on the property.
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As Tarah climbed out of the shelter, she felt her phone vibrating in her pocket. Probably Lisa getting back to her about that hunch. Dammit. It would have to wait until she got somewhere private.

“Take my hand.” Remy grasped hers and helped her out.

She stepped free of the shelter and gasped at the downed trees and debris scattered across the ranch. The house and buildings were still standing. Thank God. But, while she’d just had the most incredible experience of her life, the outside world had weathered a devastating storm.

Guilt covered her like the wet clothes she’d pulled back on.

She glanced at Remy and Burly for signs of injury. Both men were a little dirty and wet, but otherwise seemed fine. The rain had stopped and sky had lightened up to a smoky gray. It smelled of rain and wet earth, and Tarah marveled at how everything had happened so fast.

“Is everyone alright?” Rook emerged with an arm full of kittens.

Her heart melted at the sight.

“Yes.” Remy nodded. “I just got off the phone with Henry, he said everyone was fine down in the facility. They were coming up to help remove debris.”

She bent to pick up a soggy pile of paper on the ground near her feet, surprised to discover a few baby photos, a potato chip bag, and a couple of bills. Her mind reeled. “This has a Dallas address.”

Burly took the papers from her and nodded. “Tornado picked them up there and dropped it here. It’s common, especially with ones that size.”

Her heart silently ached for the owners.

“Yeah, that was easily an F4, wouldn’t you say, Rook?” Remy scratched his temple as he glanced around.

“Yes,” he replied. “We were lucky it sideswiped us.”

“Sideswiped?” She raised a brow.

Rook nodded, handing her the kittens. “Other than the trees, from the looks of it, none of this debris is ours. The roofs and buildings look fine. Except for some damage from flying debris.” He gestured with his head. “So, we need to get you back to the house, then we can assess the damage.”

Although she wanted to help, Tarah kept her mouth shut and started to walk past the side of the barn toward the house, cuddling Semper and Fi. Poor things were wet and dirty. They needed a nice warm bath.

“Where the hell are the guys?” Remy mumbled.

Rook’s forehead creased. “They should be out here by now.”

As she rounded the corner of the barn, someone yanked her hair and dragged her to the side. By the time she released the kittens, Tarah had lost her opportunity to fight back before the feel of cold steel pressed against the base of her skull.

“Sorry, boys. You’re on your own,” a feminine voice stated. “I locked the others inside. So, if you’d be so kind as to drop your weapons…slowly…in front of you, this bitch might live without my bullet in her brain.”

She could feel anger and fear rolling off the men, their expressions grim and deadly.

“Charlotte, what are you doing?” Remy asked, dropping his weapon as instructed.

Charlotte Wilson.

Finally, she had a target. No doubt the woman was the subject of her vibrating phone.

“I’m sorry, Remy, really, I am. I like you, but, you’re related to Rook, so you’re collateral damage.” The woman gave a mirthless laugh. “Kind of like your truck.”

Remy’s brows snapped together. “You did that?”

“Yep,” Charlotte boasted. “I’ve been toying with you two for over a month now. Took a little time to hack your alarm system, but it’s been worth it.”

“So you’re the one who put the kittens on the barn roof, then knocked the ladder out from under me.”

“Yes. Like I said, sorry, but I needed to get your brother here. And it worked.” Satisfaction oozed in her tone. “He even brought me a toy.”

Pain sliced through Tarah’s ear as the woman bit her. She grit her teeth, refusing to show pain.

“Oooh, I think maybe she enjoys that. Does she, Rook? I can see why you like her.”

“What do you want?” Rook growled, voice low. Cold.

Steel.

“Why, for you to suffer,” Charlotte replied in a chilling tone. “And what better way than through your girlfriend. You took someone I loved. I take someone you love. It was going to be Remy, but now…now I think pretty Tarah here is the answer.”

His hands fisted at his sides. “Let her be. It’s me you seem to have a beef with.”

As Rook baited the woman, Tarah waited for the gun to ease from her skull to make her move.

“You’re right. I do.” Charlotte’s grip increased on Tarah’s head, reigniting the sting.

Dammit. Again she grit her teeth and her eyes watered as she breathed through the pain.

“Your testimony put my father in prison,” the woman continued. “He was drunk, not a criminal. He died with a shiv shoved into his lung in that hell hole later that year.”

His eyes narrowed. “Is that what this is about? The accident I witnessed? That was nearly ten years ago.”

“I know. I was twelve. And you sent him to his death.”

Tarah could feel the woman’s agitated breath on her neck.

“Why couldn’t you just keep your mouth shut and not testify?”

“Because he killed a little boy.” Rook’s brows snapped together. “Ran him over in front of his parents when he jumped a curb.”

“So?” Charlotte’s tone grew incredulous. “They had two other children. I only had one father.”

Chills raced down Tarah’s spine. This woman was crazy. Revenge had warped her mind.

Rook cocked his head. “Stuart Jenkins didn’t have any children.”

“Not with his wife.” Now derision coated the woman’s words. “My momma was a waitress at a bar in Virginia Beach. He used to spend one weekend a month with us. We were his real family. Not that rich, sterile bitch he lived with in D.C. And because of you, my momma had to get a second job as a night clerk at a gas station and was killed in a robbery a year later.”

That explained why her name hadn’t flagged the first time.

“Now, toss out the guns in your boots, boys, and kick them all a little closer to me.” Charlotte snickered in her ear. “I’m not stupid. Don’t need you getting any ideas. Hurry.”

“Okay,” Remy echoed Rook.

Tarah watched the brothers comply, knowing Rook had another tucked in the back of his jeans. With luck, Charlotte had no clue.

Apparently, she didn’t because the woman pushed Tarah closer to the guns. “Now, you boys step back. You too, old man.”

Burly scowled at the woman, but did as he was told.

Rook took one step back, his hand moving very slightly toward his hip. “Look, I’m sorry about your mom and your dad, but all I did was tell the judge what I saw.”

Adrenaline roared through Tarah’s veins. He was attempting to appeal to the woman to get her to change her mind, but he was also slowly going for his gun. She needed to help him out.

Charlotte jerked Tarah’s neck. “And all I’m going to do is kill your girlfriend with your gun while you watch.”

Like hell.

She’d let the woman do enough confessing. It was time to act.

“You know what, though? Before I do, I think maybe I should share your girlfriend’s little secret.”

Tarah’s heart dropped.

“Her last name isn’t Swanson. It’s Lynch.”

She watched Rook’s face and knew the instant her name clicked in his head. He paled and life drained out of his expression. Her chest squeezed, knowing he had to be experiencing the pain she’d tried so hard to avoid.

“This morning, I made a call to Salvatore Serrano to tell him I discovered you here.” Charlotte snickered near her ear. “That’s right, sweetheart. I know all about who you shot and who wants you dead. I overheard you talking to your boss. But I’m getting tired of waiting for this godfather dude to arrive. So, I’m going to have the pleasure.”

Tarah knew she should be alarmed about Serrano, but she was more concerned with Rook and what was going through his mind. His face gave nothing away.

Pure granite.

“Now, let’s pick up that gun.” As soon as Charlotte started forcing Tarah to bend with her to the ground, she slowed her breathing, pushed all thoughts aside except exactly where she felt the woman’s hands and gun, and got ready to strike.


Chapter Eleven
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Rook’s mind reeled at the revelations Charlotte dropped. The biggest one…

Tarah Lynch.

The name had sounded familiar. It had taken him a moment, but his mind had cleared enough for him to remember why. The computer hacker at the Knight Agency was TJ Lynch. Tarah was his sister.

She was also an agent. One of three he hadn’t met face to face yet.

A damn agent.

He pushed his emotions aside to deal with later, and focused on the vengeful woman with a gun to Tarah’s head.

“Hurry,” the woman demanded.

She was smart. She used Tarah as a shield. It wouldn’t help if he drew the weapon he had hidden behind his back if he couldn’t get a clean shot.

Then his heart lurched and he watched, as if in slow motion, as Tarah twisted to the side when Charlotte reached for his gun, and knocked the woman’s feet out from under her.

A gunshot rang out, and his heart stopped, but started again when the women ceased struggling and Tarah slowly rose to her feet. Unharmed, gun in her hand.

She turned around to face them. “Are you all okay?” Her gaze shifted over each of them, wild and dark with worry.

“We’re fine,” Burly answered. “But you nearly gave me a heart attack.”

Remy picked up his guns, walked to Charlotte, and bent down to check for a pulse. “She’s dead.”

Feelings of betrayal and anger burst to the surface as Rook retrieved his weapons and stood.

Tarah stepped closer. “Rook, I—”

“Save it.” He cut her off. “I don’t want to hear it right now. We need to get you out of here.” His phone vibrated in his pocket. It’d been doing that for the past ten minutes. He answered the call.

“Rook, good,” Knight said. “Charlotte—”

“Is dead,” he finished, watching Tarah pull out her phone. “Agent Lynch took her out.”

Pain etched across her face as she paled, holding his gaze.

“Ah, so you know. Don’t hold that against her, Rook. It’s all on me. She asked daily if she could come clean, but I told her no. Because every time I asked you if I could send help, you refused.”

“So is Serrano a hoax? A ruse to embed one of your people here to guard me?”

“No, he’s no hoax. Tarah was protecting a witness when junior opened fire. She shot back. It was a righteous shoot. Senior wants her dead. I sent her to you for protection, but gave her orders to help get to the bottom of your threats. You both needed help, son. Your refusal of it left me no choice.

“You taught me there’s always a choice, sir.”

“The alternative wasn’t an option. I take care of my own,” the commander stated. “We can talk about it later, right now, we got word Serrano touched down in Texas. I informed the FBI field office in Dallas. They’re on their way. So are we, but we won’t arrive for another eight minutes. You need to get everyone out of there now, or take cover in the facility.”

Rook drew his gun, straightened his back, and ran his gaze over the area, but with all the debris laying around, he couldn’t tell if they were alone. “Copy that.” He hung up the same time as Tarah.

“What’s going on?” Remy asked, gun in hand.

“Serrano’s in Texas.”

His brother mumbled a curse.

“Knight’s on his way,” Tarah informed, pulling a gun from inside her boot.

Apparently, her call had been from one of the agents with Knight.

“But he’s eight minutes out. We need to get to the facility.” He grasped her by the arm and tugged her with him toward the stables. Remy and Burly followed suit.

The hair on the back of his neck began to prickle.

Dammit.

They were too late.


Chapter Twelve
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Tarah’s heart froze.

They weren’t alone.

Shots rang out, blocking their path to the stable.

“Come on!” Rook pulled her toward the barn where Remy and Burly headed.

Once inside, they stayed low as shots ravished the weathered building. She whipped out her phone and sent a text to Knight to inform him of Serrano’s arrival, and that they were pinned down in the barn.

Rook unstacked several bales of hay, then ordered her and Burly to get in and crouch down before he started to restack the bales around them.

“Wait.” She grabbed his arm. “Let me help.”

His brows crashed together. “Hell no. You’re under my protection, Tarah. You’re going to do what I say, and I say stay put with Burly. My brother and I will whittle down the numbers.”

And before she could protest again, he stacked her in, leaving only a few cracks overhead for ventilation.

She wanted to vent. Damn man was treating her like a target. A mark. But she could help. Had to help. Judging by the sound of gunfire, Rook and Remy were outnumbered. And only had two handguns each.

Pulling out her phone to check the time, she found Knight’s text.

Be there in four minutes.

She prayed that wouldn’t be too late.

“It’ll be okay,” Burly whispered. “My boys know what to do.”

He didn’t understand.

“Handguns against semi-automatics? And Remy can only use one arm. These aren’t some two-bit criminals.” She shook her head. “They’re seasoned pros.”

A warm hand patted her arm. “So are my boys. They don’t need bullets to take out these men.”

The hail of gunfire continued, only further down the barn as the brothers drew the gunman away from her and Burly.

She glanced at the time on her phone. “Knight’ll be here in two more minutes. You stay here. I’m heading out.”

Tarah tried to push against the bales, but they wouldn’t budge. Dammit. Ignoring the man’s pleas, she shimmied up the stacks and broke through the crack.

Two gunmen were making their way toward her, methodically checking each crevice, corner, behind machinery, and firing into each stack of hay they encountered.

She couldn’t let them reach Burly.

Scurrying down the back of the bales, she heard the distinct sound of a helicopter approaching.

Knight.

Tarah shoved her gun in the waist of her jeans to remove two knives from the inside of her boots. She needed to take these men out quietly so as not to draw attention and invite more. Heart hamming in her chest, she peered around the stack, waiting for the men to get close. As they raised their weapons to fire into the hay, she stepped out from behind and threw her knives, hitting them both in their hearts.

“Well done,” Brooke said, rushing into the barn with Sam and Knight. “I taught you well, my padawan.”

A smile twitched Tarah’s lips. She nodded. “Rook encased Burly and me in that stack, then took off with Remy to whittle the numbers.”

Knight glanced at the bodies littering the barn. “They’re succeeding. What do you say we give them a hand? Sam and I will go south, you two go north.”

The men disappeared the way they’d come, opening fire, no doubt on approaching gunmen, having gained attention with their helicopter landing.

Brooke motioned to Tarah’s arms. “You all right? How did your head and arms get cut?”

Tarah glanced at her arms and blinked. Dried blood smeared her flesh and shirt. “We were hit by hail before we made it to the storm shelter.

Visions of their lovemaking flashed through her head. She clenched her jaw and fought a round of tears. Now wasn’t the time for such thoughts. She drew in a few deep breaths and focused on the job.

“We better move,” Brooke said, heading to the other end of the barn.

Tarah grabbed an M-16 from one of the dead men and followed. At the end, they each hugged a wall and peered out the opened doors as two gunmen approached from the side of the stables. Rook appeared behind them out of nowhere, and in a flurry of movement, stabbed one and broke the other’s neck before either had gotten a shot off.

And on the other side, she could see Sam moving in the same manner and two more bodies dropping.

“Psst.” Brooke waved at her and mouthed Serrano, pointing to the smug man standing in the stable doorway several yards away.

He made it all too easy.

“Ms. Lynch?” he called. “I have your boyfriend.”

Her heart dropped to her stomach. She glanced to where she’d seen Rook last.

Empty. Nothing stirred on that side of the stable.

“Come on out and we’ll talk, but make it soon or he’ll be eating a bullet.” Serrano yanked Remy out into the open by his injured arm, shoving a gun to his temple.

Agony thinned Remy’s lips and pulled the color from his face.

She sucked in a breath. The idiot thought Remy was her boyfriend. She didn’t know if that was good or bad. But she did know she wasn’t going to sit around and let the poor man suffer because of her.

“Don’t do it,” Brooke whispered. “You don’t have a vest.”

She straightened from the wall. “No, but I have you.” She set down her semiautomatic before heading out the door. “Fine.” She held her hands up. “I’m here. Let him go.”

“Ah, Ms. Lynch, finally we m—” Serrano jerked, his eyes going wide as he gazed down at the knife Remy shoved into his heart. The gun slipped from the mobster’s grip and he dropped to the ground.

Three shots rang out as Rook stepped out from the shadows and sent Serrano’s bodyguards to join him.

She rushed to Remy. “Are you okay? Do you need your shoulder looked at again? I’m so sorry.”

“I’m all right,” he reassured. “No need to apologize. I had him right where I wanted him.”

Relief slacked her shoulders and she carefully hugged the foolish man.

Knight, Sam, and Brooke approached, followed by Burly, and a grim-faced Rook who must’ve gone back to free the older man.

“Well done.” Knight shook Remy’s good hand, then Rook’s. “Looks like the two of you had it under control after all.”

“Yes, sir.” Rook gave a curt nod.

“You can be mad at me all you want, son, but stubbornness is folly when lives are on the line. You two did fine with Tarah, but what would’ve happened with Charlotte if she hadn’t been here? A bomb in the house maybe? An attempt on Burly? They were certainly all possible. So, don’t take your anger with me out on her. She was just doing her job.”

The knots in her stomach tightened. She knew Knight meant well, but he was adding nails to the coffin of her relationship with Rook.

“I understand, sir. And it all worked out. So, if you don’t mind, I need to let the people out of the facility and get to work on clean up. You and the FBI can handle this other mess.” With that, he turned and walked off.

No backward glance.

No goodbye.

Nothing.

Tarah sucked in a ragged breath and fought against the burning in her eyes and throat. This was her worst nightmare. Exactly the outcome she had been afraid of.

She didn’t blame him one bit. She also couldn’t leave it at that. But Sam cursed and marched after him. She’d have to wait her turn.

Knight’s lips thinned and he shook his head. “Stubborn as always.”

“You don’t know the half of it.” Burly sighed. “Can I get you something to drink, Mr. Knight?”

He smiled. “Jameson, please. And yes, I’d love a cup of coffee. Just let me have a word with the FBI.”

Burly headed back to the house, grabbing the kittens playing near the porch.

Brooke scoffed as the four black SUVs pulled up the drive. “They’re always late to the party.”

Her friend patted Tarah’s arm, then followed their boss toward the disembarking men in suits. She sucked in a ragged breath and watched Sam cup Rook’s shoulder before he, too, headed toward Knight.

“Give my brother some time, Tarah,” Remy said when they were alone. “His last girlfriend lied to him constantly when he was deployed, claiming to be at a friend’s when she was at a crack house getting high. So, his intolerance is deep seeded.”

She closed her eyes and the action pushed tears down her face. “Great. He’s never going to forgive me.”

“Yes, he will.” Remy lightly grasped her upper arm and she opened her eyes. “He cares too much about you to let you go. I’ve never seen him look and act the way he does around you. Trust me. He just needs some time.”

“I hope you’re right.” She smiled and cupped his hand. “Thanks, Remy. And I’m so sorry you were all put in harm’s way because of me.”

“Hey, none of that was your fault. You did the right thing protecting your client, and we did the same.” He gave her one of his rare brilliant smiles, kindness and friendship alight in his eyes. “We’re good.”

More tears spilled down her cheeks. She sniffed and brushed them away. “Good. I’ve got to talk to Rook. I can’t leave it like this.”

He nodded. “Just be patient. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’d better go help the others get a start on the debris.” He turned and walked toward a group of trainees heading toward the back of the house.

Tarah’s gaze fell to Rook and she began walking to him, unable to let things be. He was picking up debris and stacking it in a pile near a fence.

“Rook, I’m sorry.”

He stiffened then continued to work. “I don’t want to get into this now.”

She stepped in front of him and grabbed his arms, curling her fingers around his biceps. “We need to. I can’t leave it like this. I didn’t want to hurt you.”

“What do you want me to say, Tarah?” He broke her grasp and stepped back. “That I hope you had a good laugh at my expense? Pretending to be a schoolteacher when you were a colleague? Jesus, you had me considering leaving my family, my job, my past, my whole damn life behind to follow you into the system.”

She sucked in a breath as her vision blurred. “You were going to join witness protection with me?” Her chest squeezed so tight she could barely breathe.

“Yeah. Fool that I was,” he growled. “I thought what we had between us was real. Not wrought with lies. I don’t like liars.” He turned to pick up more broken tree limbs.

She followed. “I never lied to you, Rook.”

“Jesus.” He tossed the brush and twisted to face her, eyes cold and stormy. “You’re doing it now.”

“No, I’m not,” she insisted. Emotions fast and fierce funneled through her tight chest. “The only thing that wasn’t true was my last name and occupation. Everything that happened between us, it was all real. All of it, Rook. I swear.” She chanced lifting her hand to touch his face.

He drew back. “That spiel about your drunk mother and younger brother. You played me good with that one. Was that true?”

She nodded, stepping closer. “Yes. Every bit.”

He studied her, jaw working, gaze intense.

“Despite my orders, I tried to tell you, several times, but then you’d cut me off with a kiss, or touch me, and I just can’t think straight when you do that. Everything fades away.” She trembled from head to toe, standing there, baring her heart and opening up to him while she held his dark gaze.

He continued to stare at her in silence.

“If I had to do it again, I would, because your safety was most important to me. I couldn’t bear it if anything had happened to you.” She shoved a hand through her tousled hair and exhaled. “If you would’ve only allowed Knight to send me here as your colleague out in the open, the only thing that would’ve been different was my name and occupation,” she repeated. “Because the chemistry, the way I feel about you, the way I feel when I’m with you, that would all be the same crazy, out of control, wonderful feeling I get when you’re near.”

His expression appeared to soften from granite to concrete and his gaze opened enough to reveal pain, and anger, and a slice of hope.

Progress.

“Tarah, sorry to interrupt,” Brooke said as she approached. “Feds want to speak to you now.”

Damn. Just when he had started to open up.

A veil dropped down over his features. “You’d better go. They’re waiting. And I’ve got work to do.”

She swallowed and blindly turned around to get her interrogation over with. She just hoped Rook wasn’t going to let her leave without finishing that conversation.


Chapter Thirteen
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Two hours later, Tarah was tired, her head and arms ached, but not more than her heart. The Feds had finished questioning her forty minutes ago. She’d gone upstairs and packed, and was now sitting in the kitchen with Brooke, Sam, Knight, and Remy, drinking coffee, unable to eat the food Burly placed before her.

Her stomach churned too much.

Rook was still outside. Avoiding her. Keeping his distance.

Her boss and the others were leaving in five minutes. She didn’t want to go without talking to Rook again. Didn’t want to go without touching him again.

Didn’t want to go.

Period.

She liked it there. Felt at home there. And for the first time in her life…she belonged.

Why couldn’t he see that?

“Well, thank you for your hospitality, and great coffee, Burly.” Knight rose to his feet.

Sam and Brooke did the same.

Her mind screamed, No. I’m not ready. And stomach churned at the thought of leaving. But somehow, Tarah made it to her feet.

Then Rook walked in.

“Glad you came in,” Knight said, holding out his hand. “Another great job. Am I still keeping you on the books?”

Tarah held her breath, studying his closed face. He gave nothing away.

“Yes, of course, sir.”

“Great.” Knight slapped his shoulder. “Take whatever time you need to clean up here and come back to Virginia when you can.”

Rook nodded, said goodbye to Brooke, shook Sam’s hand, and her friends left her to say her goodbyes.

She couldn’t move. Wanted to. Badly. But her damn feet were rooted to the kitchen floor.

“Remy, what do you say you help me with these dishes?” Burly headed for the sink.

Remy followed.

She finally got her feet to move and they took her to Rook. Inhaling deeply, she held his troubled gaze and forced out the question burning her mind.

“Are we going to be okay?”

He stared at her a long moment, need and anger and understanding all churning in his gaze. Finally, he lifted a shoulder and tipped his head. “I don’t know. We’ll talk about it when I get back to Virginia. I need time.”

Not what she’d hoped, but it wasn’t a no, so she nodded. Forced herself to say goodbye to Burly and Remy. She didn’t cry.

Much.

Then she grabbed her cases and walked past him toward the door, stopping to pick up each kitten from the couch to place a kiss on their precious little heads. By the time she stepped onto the porch, her heart ached so bad she shook and tears streamed down her face.

She didn’t care.

They were too hard to hold back any longer. Her feet refused to leave the porch, so she set her bags aside and dropped onto the swing, staring out at the helicopter sitting in the pasture, blades whirling. Waiting for her.

She still couldn’t move.

She just needed another moment. A few more deep breaths of Texas air. Of Rook’s air.

He burst out the door, waving at the chopper. “Tarah, wait!”

“I’m right here.” She jumped to her feet, heart slamming against her ribs.

He turned to face her, his gaze frantic, until he blinked and rushed closer. “Thank God. I changed my mind. I don’t need more time. I’m sorry.” He drew her in tight against his thudding chest, and she burrowed into him. “I’ve fallen for you, Tarah, and it threw me off balance. I’ve been such an ass. Please forgive me.”

She drew back a little to stare into his eyes. “I’ve fallen for you, too, Rook. So hard. And you don’t have to apologize. You had every right to be angry at me. I was angry at me.”

“You were just doing your job.”

Tears overloaded her eyes and spilled down her face again. “But you mean so much more to me than my job.”

“And you tried to tell me, but I was too stupid to let you.” He cupped her face and gently kissed away her tears. “From now on, no more secrets, even if they’re for my own safety. Okay?”

She smiled into his eyes. “Okay.”

He kissed her then, hungrily, desperately, perfectly, crushing her closer, and her heart lifted like the helicopter rising from the pasture.

Tarah was where she needed to be. Wanted to be.

In Rook’s arms.

Exactly where she belonged.

The End
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Cowboy Hunter McKade is former military police who survived two tours overseas. When he came home, his wife and his life as he knew it, disappeared in an instant. Now a security guard at Poker Flat Nudist Resort, he exists in his dark place, requiring little social interaction – until the night he breaks the barrier that separates him from her.

As a former prostitute from a high-end bordello, Adriana Perez loves sex – any kind, anywhere – and her rules are few. Her new bartending job at Poker Flat gives her lots of hospitality opportunities, so why is someone trying to get her fired? Baffled, she gratefully accepts Hunter’s help and protection, and is more than willing to show him her appreciation. But the man has far too much control.
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Author’s Note


Cowboy’s Best Shot was inspired by a story and a meditation. The short story is Bret Harte’s The Outcasts of Poker Flat, first published in 1869. In Harte’s story, four members of Poker Flat society—a gambler, a prostitute, a madam, and a drunk—are banned from the western settlement when a sudden urge to be virtuous overtakes the citizens. On their way to the next settlement, the outcasts stop to rest at the base of some high mountains. An innocent couple comes down from the mountains and rests with them. This cast of characters explores the relationship between the innocent and the tainted in Harte’s story.

But what happens when the innocent becomes tainted? Can he ever go back? Does he want to? And is love still a possibility, or is it just a shot in the dark?

The meditation is by 17th Century poet John Donne and is titled Meditation XVII from Devotions Upon Emergent Occasions. The two phrases most quoted from this work are “No man is an island” and “for whom the bell tolls; it tolls for thee.” It focuses on the idea that all men and women are connected to each other because they are part of the human race.

Can an individual live among others and remain unconnected, an island, if she wanted to? If she could, what would be the benefits and shortfalls of such a life?


Chapter One
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Adriana Perez pulled against the ropes that bound her wrists to the foot of the bed as lube ran down her crease. Being tied wasn’t her favorite sex play, but a little was okay on occasion. She was just too far from being a submissive to really enjoy it.

The threesome staying at Poker Flat Nudist Resort was proving to be one of the better hookups she’d had in a long while. They at least had experience and appeared to be taking her challenge to them seriously—make her come.

She stood bent over, her wrists tied to the short footboard of the bed. The inside of the casita was lit by three lamps, leaving them all on display in the sliding glass door to her right. Not that it mattered, it was a nudist resort, and most of the guests were in their own casitas probably having their own fun. Besides, it was well after 1:00 a.m.—as that’s when she’d closed the bar for the night.

The woman sitting on the floor beneath her had picked out two toys to use. The man behind her spread her ass as the cool liquid ran across her anal star and followed her flesh until it dripped to the floor.

The other man knelt on the bed, nipple clamps in his hands. Anticipation raced through her. She might actually orgasm this time without—

The cold metal of one clamp latched on to her right nipple. It was nothing new, but it did build some anticipation. He wrapped the chain over her neck and clamped the other metal clip to her left nipple. Her stomach tightened. This could prove enjoyable. As she moved her neck, the clamps pulled. Nice.

When he reached around her again, she held her breath, hoping he would tighten the clamps. He didn’t disappoint. Her core clenched as the metal pinched her flesh. He sat back on the bed and nodded to the man behind her.

Finally, it would begin. She’d been a prostitute in her past life at a very exclusive bordello in Nevada. She’d done it not just for the money, but because she enjoyed sex. All kinds of sex. When she moved to Arizona to become Poker Flat’s bartender, she found she missed the sex. Luckily, the resort opened and she’d been able to enjoy a few good lays.

The problem was that most of the people who stayed at a nudist resort were not into alternative lifestyles. They simply liked not wearing clothes. But occasionally swingers booked a couple casitas and they were always open to another woman.

The pressure of a hard cock against her anal hole had her grasping the footboard. The woman beneath her, Tina was her name, took that moment to press a vibrating dildo against her clit. “Ah, now that’s what I’m talking about.”

Tina didn’t answer, probably didn’t do anything her two Dominants didn’t want her to do. When the vibration pulled away, Adriana glanced at her to see she’d turned on a vibrating bullet. There was more to sex than vibration, but she wasn’t going to complain.

The cock behind her started to rub up and down her crease. The teasing motion had her pushing back. The smack of a hand on her ass stung. “Ow. What the hell? Don’t spank me again or I’m out of here.”

The man behind her chuckled. “That might be a little hard, tied to the bed.”

She looked over her shoulder. What was his name? Tom? John? Something generic. “Don’t push it.”

“Whatever.”

The man in front of her tsked and lifted her chin to look at him as he knelt before her. “Not smart to confront the most dominant.”

“I told you, I’m not a submissive, nor do I want to be. You all agreed. Besides…” She paused as the woman slid the vibrating bullet inside her. Her sheath clenched it, happy to have the stimulation she craved. “You have this pretty thing under me. You don’t need me.”

The man behind her grunted. “True. But I am going to enjoy fucking your ass hole.”

Despite his crudity, her core tensed. She used to serve a very classy clientele and they all enjoyed their own special kink. She’d just think of this as slumming.

“And I want to fuck that gorgeous mouth of yours.” The man on the bed stroked her lips with his cock. “Would you like that?”

She grinned. This man she could handle just fine. She shot her tongue out and licked at the cock head in front of her. It wasn’t long. She could easily take it in, but it was wide. She’d always been known for her big mouth. She smirked before nipping at the tip.

She opened her lips and sucked the cock halfway inside. The vibrating dildo made contact with her clit again, sending pleasure waves up to meet those being produced by the bullet, but that she could do on her own. It was the two men who were her hope for something more.

The rubbing along her ass crack slowed and she felt cool lube glide all around the cock head between her cheeks. She opened her mouth, allowing the cock in front of her to enter all the way. Being fucked from both ends had its own rewards.

Then the pressure built at her anal hole. She relaxed her muscles there as the woman pulled the dildo away from her clit and pushed it into her sheath until it met the bullet.

The man behind her grunted as he pushed in. “Fuck that’s good.”

The double vibration in her tight ass was making him happy. She turned her head to the side, keeping the cock in her mouth, and the nipple clamps pulled. That was better.

The woman beneath her must have realized the double vibration in her sheath wasn’t enough and pulled it out to lay the dildo against her clit. Now, with the cock gliding in and out of her anal hole and the one in her mouth mimicking the motion, her tension finally built.

The vibrator against her clit started to circle and a tongue licked across her clamped right nipple. Yes, this was what she wanted. The orgasmic release that was like her own drug. The men in her ass and mouth started to lose control as they rocked into her. The tiny bites on her compressed nipple sent excitement colliding with the waves of tension building inside her vibrating sheath.

She was revved and ready but the sensations plateaued. Disappointment crept over her. She turned her head to the other side, just needing more, more feeling, pulling on the chain attached to her nipples. She needed someone watching.

Then in the darkness outside, a pair of black cowboy boots stepped into the light thrown from the sliders onto the patio.

Him.

Adriana caught her breath as every pleasurable sensation suddenly collided. Her orgasm hit hard, sending adrenaline racing along every artery, providing the satisfaction she craved.

She closed her eyes and the man on the bed came inside her mouth just as the one behind her yelled. The ecstasy left quickly, the moment gone as fast as it had come. It was as if she’d built up a tolerance to orgasms. Maybe she needed to lay off the toys for a while, dry out.

Yeah, who was she kidding?

She spit out the cock in her mouth and looked back to the patio. He was gone. She let her head drop, unconcerned that she was still tied and a bullet continued to buzz in her pussy.

The man behind her slowly pulled out. Instinct had her looking over her shoulder. “Don’t even think about it.”

He scowled, his hand raised to smack her ass. “I think you need to be taught a lesson.”

“I don’t need any lessons from you.”

His tense face relaxed and he smirked. “Who said anything about me? Tina?”

The woman beneath her looked out at her Dom. “Yes, Sir.”

“I want you to suck on this woman’s clit while I wash up. If we make her come a second time, both Gary and I will fuck you at the same time. If she doesn’t come, then neither will you…all night.”

The woman simply nodded.

Adriana looked at him and raised her eyebrow. “A second time? No one’s done that before.”

“We’ll see about that. Gary is going to fuck your pussy until you come.”

She hid her smirk by looking down. That wasn’t going to happen unless… She looked toward the sliding glass doors. The only way that would happen was if he came back on his rounds. And if he didn’t? She rested her forehead on the footboard. She’d fake it. No reason to get sore for nothing. Besides, a part of her felt sorry for the woman. Yes, she was a submissive, but Adriana had to grit her teeth at the whole Dom/sub relationship.

The woman’s tongue lapped against her clit, sending pleasing tingles up into her core.

Then again, it did have its advantages for her. She may not come, but she certainly planned to enjoy every sexual pleasure. And if the resort’s mysterious security guard happened by again, she’d be ready.
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Hunter McKade stalked away from the well-lit casita, his anger, always close to the surface, threatened to erupt. Why the fuck did he watch her every time? It wasn’t as if he’d ever let himself experience that joy again, so why watch someone else have it? Self-directed fury tore through him, the hard-on in his jeans an annoyance.

He broke into a run up the hill toward the main building, letting the resentment rush through his body. He pushed his muscles, ignoring the cold night air so similar to Afghanistan. Habit had him scanning the distance for the lights of smugglers making their way through the mountains.

The Arizona desert remained dark. No enemy to avoid, no landmine to watch for.

When he reached the building, he curved left at the dirt road down into the ravine, his cowboy boots with their special rubber-coated soles and heels gripped the rock-strewn path, allowing him to continue his sprint. He hit the bridge over the creek, his boots silent in the quiet night, keeping his presence hidden despite the turmoil inside.

The winding path up the ravine wall was steep, but he refused to slow. He focused on his breathing, the burn in his thighs, the blood pumping through his body. When he made it to the top, he finally slowed to a jog, circling the three-walled steel garage big enough to fit half a dozen Abrams tanks. As he approached the open side again, he stopped and stepped inside, flicking on the overhead lights.

The rose-colored bulbs gave a warm feeling to the metal structure, a false impression.

To bring his breathing under control, he paced between the rows of parked vehicles. Wintertime at a nudist resort in Arizona brought in a shitload of people. He studied each vehicle, a habit he’d obtained since returning home.

He snarled at his thought, barely keeping his fist from slamming into a four-door sedan. He had no home anymore. No home, no life, no reason to go on. So why the fuck did he?

He turned the corner and slowed to a stop. The second vehicle down, a red SUV of the same make and model as the one that used to grace his ranch, was parked there, laughing at him, taunting him with its pretty paint job and dent-free body.

Fisting his hands as his heart raced, he moved past it, focusing on the light switch. “Hold it together, Hunter.”

Why? Why should he?

He turned off the lights and shut out the image of the vehicle. He stood there in the dark, his breathing labored all over again, his heart speeding beyond its legal limit.

Poker Flat. The staff here. That was why he had to rein himself in. They didn’t deserve the havoc he wanted to wreak. He focused on his boss and her fiancé, Wade. They were good people who didn’t care that he was screwed up from the inside out. More on the inside than what the bombs had done to his outside.

His heartbeat started to slow. Lacey, the bookkeeper, was sweeter than apple pie, and Selma’s cooking was a step above delicious. Jorge, the stable manager, took care of the horses like they were his children.

His body calmed, and he strode from the garage, heading back toward the resort. With the eruption of chaos averted and the usual darkness settling into his psyche and taking hold, he couldn’t decide which was worse.

As he crested the ledge of the ravine, his gaze swept the entire resort. First, to the shelf with the stables and the newly constructed western main street. The figure of Mac stepped out of the stable manager’s office and headed toward the western town. She made her rounds like he did his.

His gaze swept to the other shelf with the main building and casitas. The light still shone from one in particular. His cock responded as the image of Adriana Perez having sex with three people forced its way into his head.

He made his legs move, taking him down toward the ravine bed. The resort’s bartender was taking a risk being tied up by people she didn’t know well. He shook his head as his instinct to protect surfaced once again. He wished he hadn’t chosen law enforcement before and during the army. Now he couldn’t stop the serve and protect instincts, even if he cared less about himself.

His feet took him to the guest casitas again. He willed himself to stop before reaching the lit one. Adriana could take care of herself. She had yet to call him to evict an unruly customer at the bar, though he’d heard from his boss there had been a few since he’d been hired in October.

Then again Kendra could have exaggerated. Adriana was not a big woman like Mac. She was of average build for a female, but with large breasts, a thin waist and a round ass that had many of the resort’s guests looking twice. But it was far more than her salacious body, petite nose, full lips and laughing brown eyes that caused people to watch her. The woman oozed sex appeal.

The way she walked, how she spoke, even her mannerisms said she was interested in sex. She was the kind of woman his mother had always told him to steer clear of and he had, until now. Now he was the one good people needed stay away from.

The light from the casita beckoned him like the light after death. He found it impossible to resist.

A quiet voice caught his attention, his senses always alert. He stepped farther into the shadow of the casita made by the weak moon as an older couple came down the walking path. They were naked as expected, but what was odd was there was no sound of flip-flops. Everyone wore those in the desert.

As they drew closer to the casita Adriana was in, they slowed and he was able to see they were barefoot. With snakes and tarantulas about, that wasn’t a smart move. He was about to make himself known when the woman pointed.

“See,” she whispered. “That’s Dominance and submission.”

The older gentleman with bright-white hair and a large gut nodded. “That’s what I thought. So where does the masochism and sadism come in?”

The white-haired lady shrugged her pudgy shoulders. “I don’t know. I think that’s if they use whips and chains.”

“That makes sense.” The two watched the scene inside the casita, both barely blinking.

Hunter’s own curiosity made him impatient to step around the corner, but he determinedly held his position.

“Oh wow. Honey, look.” The woman squeezed her husband’s arm. “He just put his penis in that other man’s butt.”

The husband didn’t respond right away, his gaze on something entirely different. He glanced at what his wife mentioned, then pointed. “And that woman is performing oral sex on Adriana even while the man’s penis is inside her.”

The wife pulled his arm. “We better go, I don’t think she’d like us watching.”

The husband didn’t budge, but he did chuckle. “We’re talking about Adriana. The woman who walks around the resort nude when she’s not on shift. I think she would love us to watch.”

“Oh, I think she’s coming.”

The husband didn’t respond to his wife’s comment. Instead, they stood in silence as muffled sounds came from inside. When those sounds died down, the man had a hard-on.

The wife finally looked at him. “I’m ready now.”

He grinned at her. “Me too. Let’s go.”

As the two ambled off, Hunter took a deep breath, confidant he’d made the right decision not to interrupt. But once they were out of sight, he stepped around the corner, this time careful to stay away from the light shining out of the sliding glass doors.

He expected to see Adriana untied and sitting on the floor recovering. He’d witnessed a number of nights when she didn’t leave a sexual encounter until the sun threw a pink glow over the desert.

She wasn’t untied yet. That bothered him. He’d only seen her tied once before and shortly after coming she’d been untied. Adriana would never be a submissive. A Dominatrix maybe, but never a submissive.

He watched the scene unfold inside. Adriana now knelt on the floor but her hands were still tied to the footboard. The other woman was on the bed, her legs spread wide, facing Adriana.

One of the men was missing, probably in the bathroom, but the other was arguing with Adriana. Hunter’s gut tightened. This could get out of hand for her.

The man pointed to the woman on the bed. Adriana scowled at him, holding her hands up as far as they could go as she argued back. The man folded his arms and said something else.

Adriana shook her head, her chin coming up in defiance. The other man came into the room, a nasty-looking whip in his hand. Every muscle in Hunter’s body came to attention. He curled his fingers into his palms. If this is what Adriana wanted, he’d hold his position, but if not…

He’d seen his fair share of kink while in the military. He’d even discovered his own captain with his dick stuck up the ass of one of his men. But it had been consensual and as far as Hunter was concerned, live and let live. He was in no position to judge anyone.

But he’d also seen rape and been prevented from interfering due to so-called “diplomatic relations,” then been forced to bury the victim weeks later.

He narrowed his eyes at the scene before him, his weight already shifting to the balls of his feet. The dominant man now had the whip in his hand and pointed to the woman on the bed. Adriana lifted her tied hands again. The man raised the whip. She shook her head and spit on the floor.

He’d only seen her do that once, but she was furious at the time. He pulled the door handle as the whip came down.

Nothing happened. It was locked.

The impediment brought his rage to the surface. Picking up the stone planter at the edge of the patio, he threw it into the glass, his body coming through after it.

“Hunter!” Adriana’s look of relief was all he needed to see.

He squelched his instinct to put down the enemy first. Holding on to his new reality by a thread, he pulled the switchblade from his back pocket and cut the rope binding Adriana’s hands. Then he faced the two men. “You will leave this resort immediately.”

Keeping his eyes on their surprised faces, he felt Adriana stand up behind him. “Do you want to press charges?”

Before she could answer, the man with the whip raised it and brought it down toward him.

Hunter lunged, grabbing the leather coil at the thong and ripped it out of the Dom’s hands. He wrapped the whip around the man’s neck, cutting off his air supply. “Adriana, do you want to press charges?”

The other man pulled at his arm, trying to loosen his hold as the dominant man struggled to breathe.

She stood next to him on his left not saying anything. The need to choke the life from the man took over his brain. He tightened the whip, his gut rejoicing at the gurgling sounds coming from the victim in his hands.

Something soft brushed against his shoulder. He stopped tightening at the movement. Adriana was there, a piece of his new reality. He wasn’t allowed to kill.

“No.” Her emotionless word, spoken softly as she shrugged and moved away, broke through his killing haze.

He released the whip and the man crumpled to the floor. Hunter kept his voice even. “You have one hour to vacate.”

The other man knelt beside his companion, but Hunter turned his back on them. Keeping alert for an attack, he checked on Adriana, who had picked up her towel and slipped her feet into her flip-flops. She moved toward the sliding glass door naked, but hesitated to walk through the broken glass.

He stepped up next to her, glass crunching under his boots. “Allow me.” Grabbing a towel from a nearby chair, he wrapped it around his arm and batted away the remaining glass sticking to the doorframe. When he finished, he dropped the towel and opened his arm in invitation.

Adriana nodded, as if having a busted window was a normal nightly occurrence, and sauntered through. He’d seen many women hold it together with bombs exploding yards away, but he’d never seen one walk away from a sexual assault without shaking uncontrollably or shifting in to a zombie-like trance as shock set in. Adriana appeared to be neither.

He looked back before stepping through. The two men were still on the floor, but the young woman with short blonde hair sat on the bed watching him, resentment glittering in her eyes.

“One hour.” He turned and strode outside. He’d be back in an hour with Mac as backup, just in case the threesome decided to give him trouble. He wouldn’t need her help, but she’d be pissed if she heard he’d handled the whole thing by himself.

Adriana headed up the path, her stride faster once away from the casita. He followed to make sure she arrived at her own place behind the main building unaccosted.

As they crested the plateau, she tripped. He grabbed her arm to keep her from falling.

“Thanks.” She pulled her arm away, but not before he’d felt her shaking. She had been affected.
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Adriana called herself three times a fool. She thought she was safe on the resort. That having Hunter and Mac patrolling the grounds meant she’d never have to worry about idiots, but she’d been wrong, lulled by the benevolent character of most nudists. Most being the key word.

She was freakin’ shaking like a leaf when nothing had actually happened…thanks to Hunter. How he arrived at just the right time, she had no clue, but she was thankful. When he grabbed her arm though, she hadn’t known he was behind her and it added to her shakes. Now he knew she was rattled and she hated that. He’d probably lecture her on choosing her bedmates. She was an expert at choosing sex partners. Usually.

She just made a slight error in judgment. She thought she could handle the Dom. Maybe she’d been just a little desperate for a night of sex when she’d accepted the offer to join them, her gut telling her the threesome would satisfy her better than the foursome. Note to self: don’t get desperate for sex.

When she arrived at her casita, she opened the door and turned to thank Hunter again, but he was already in her doorway, filling it with his big body, his black clothing making him almost a part of the night. But he was solid and quiet and reassuring in a strange way.

She dropped her towel on her coffee table as if he always walked her home after a night of her having sex with whatever willing guests were up for it. “Thanks for your help back there.”

He didn’t say anything. Instead, he closed the door and flicked the switch that turned on the small lamp on an end table in her living room.

Half of her hoped he’d been turned on by the scene and wanted her in bed. The other half shivered at the deadly force he’d used on the Dom. To cover up her uncertainty, she moved into her kitchenette and washed her hands. Still, he didn’t say anything. He just stood there, dressed all in black from his boots to his hat, taking up all the space in her living room. At least that’s how it felt.

Shouldn’t he be asking if she was okay? Duh, of course she was. Would he lecture her?

Hell, she didn’t know him at all except that he watched her have sex every time she hooked up with guests and her body had come to depend on him watching in order to orgasm. Did he know she saw him or that he was the catalyst for her ecstasy?

She needed to get out of her own head. She opened the refrigerator, the cold air on her naked body making her step back. “Would you like a drink? I’ve got ice tea and water.”

When he didn’t reply, she closed the door and looked at him. He studied her house like he was profiling her or something.

“You don’t talk much do you?”

The damn cowboy shrugged. Shrugged! “Well, I’m going to bed to get some rest. I need it after that close call. I’m sure you have to get back to your security duties.”

He finally faced her. “Come here.”

Her sheath tightened at his command, even as her mind rebelled. “Why?”

“Bring a warm washcloth.”

“Now you just wait a minute. I’ve had just about enough of being told what to do tonight.”

That had him moving, right for her. She squelched her instinct to run and instead pressed her ass against the cupboards. This was her casita. He had no right to…


Chapter Two
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He walked around her and pulled open the second drawer down to the right of the sink. Taking out a clean washcloth, Hunter turned on the faucet and wet it.

Hold on, how did he know where she kept her washcloths? “What are you doing?” That he wasn’t interested in her was obvious. She was standing there as naked as the day she was born and he wasn’t even glancing at her breasts.

“Turn around.”

She faced him instead, one hand on her hip. “I asked you what you think you’re doing?”

“I’m helping. Now turn around.”

“Listen. Believe it or not I can—” Before she could complete her sentence, he whipped her around and settled the cloth on the back of her shoulder. At first she felt the warmth only, but then it started to sting…a lot. “Fuck, that hurts.”

“He got you with the whip. It needs to be cleaned.”

Holy shit, she’d forgotten. She’d been so angry when the Dom decided she should eat out his girl, Tina—not because she didn’t want to make the woman come, but because she’d told him she was done. She’d even used the supposed “safe” word. Hah.

She hadn’t even come a second time, but she’d faked it well. The Dom had just wanted her to submit. He’d been spoiled by his submissive.

Now, as the warm moistness soaked into her skin, the sting started to fade and she became acutely aware of how gentle Hunter was. She hadn’t pegged him for gentle. Ruthless, like choking the air from the Dom’s body, yes. Fast, in how he grabbed the whip right out of the Dom’s hand. Quiet, as he walked behind her. Hell, she hadn’t even known he was there until he caught her arm when she’d tripped. But gentle?

He took the cloth away and wrung it out in the sink. She watched as his strong hands squeezed the pink color from the cloth. Pink.

She snapped her head back and swallowed hard. She couldn’t deal with the sight of blood. Not even her own. Vomit was fine. Broken bones bent awkwardly, no problem. All of which she’d seen as a bartender, but blood? Uh-uh. Her stomach started to roll.

She would not vomit and make an ass of herself. She would not.

Hunter clasped her left shoulder as he placed the warm cloth farther down her back, easing her tense muscles until the sting started again.

“Damn, how long is that scratch? What’d he have on the end of that thing, broken glass?”

“Knots.”

“Knots? They must be into the “S” and “M” side more than they let on. Figures.”

The warm moisture eventually eased the sting. This time when he took the cloth away to rinse it, she didn’t watch.

When he reapplied the warm cloth, this time to her lower back, she gritted her teeth, not just because of the sting, but because she was pissed at the Dom, and herself, for getting into such a stupid situation.

“Why don’t you want to press charges?”

Hunter’s question, out of the blue, surprised her, but didn’t jolt her as it was said in such a low, quiet tone that if it wasn’t so desert-quiet around her casita, she’d have missed it.

She glanced over her shoulder at him, but could only see the brim of his hat. “Because it’s not worth it. I was willingly tied. I knew he was a Dom. And there is always that little part about me being a former prostitute that would get in the way of any judgement in my favor.”

“I was a witness.”

“True, that would hold some weight, but they would still think I was asking for it and the Dom couldn’t help getting carried away. Better to just forget it. As long as they leave.” Her gut tightened at the thought the three could still be around come the morning. “You will make sure they leave, right?”

The cloth left her back and he stepped in front of her. “I promise. They’ll be gone in less than an hour, even if I have to knock them out and carry them to their car.” His metal-gray eyes were so intense with promise that she couldn’t breathe.

She nodded and parted her lips to pull air back into her lungs. “Thanks.”

He immediately returned to cleaning her back.

Where did Kendra find him? Everything about him was intense, as if every aspect of him was taken to the eleventh power. For the first time since she could remember, she wanted to know more about a man. More than what was beneath his clothes.

“Stay here.” His low tone, filled with command, caught her off guard.

But as he brushed by her and headed for her bathroom, she found her voice. “Now what are you doing?”

He wasn’t in there long. He didn’t even close the door. Then she heard the cupboard under her sink close and he strode out. Hell, the man moved like a snake, smooth, quiet and deadly. If she were a weaker woman, she’d shiver just watching him, but her interest was more of a sexual nature. The idea of going to bed with him, or anywhere else, took root and dug in deep.

“This will be cool, but it won’t hurt.” His voice behind her again had her redirecting her thoughts.

“What is it?”

“An antibiotic cream to stave off infection. When you go to bed, try to sleep on your stomach. If you have to, roll up a blanket and put it on both sides of you to keep you from rolling over. And don’t wear anything to bed.”

She looked over her shoulder at that. “I never do.” She couldn’t help the purr in her voice and was disappointed when he didn’t look up from his task. The man must be made of stone. She’d been naked since he burst through the glass of the guest casita and he didn’t seem affected at all. Maybe he didn’t find her attractive?

She chuckled. Not possible.

“Is something funny?” His voice, though still low, sounded affronted.

“No, just laughing at myself and berating myself for my stupidity. I should have gone with the swinging foursome.” She bent a little, testing the feel of her wound. “It’s probably good I got this scratch. It will remind me to be more careful next time.”

Hunter spun her around to face him so quickly, it took her eyes a moment to focus and when they did she forced herself not to pull away.

“This was not your fault. Understand?”

She nodded, the intensity in his eyes reminding her of the efficiency with which he’d wrapped the whip around the Dom’s throat.

“No woman deserves to be forced to do anything she doesn’t want.”

He clearly wasn’t seeing her anymore and her curiosity grew. Time to lighten the conversation a bit. She winked. “It’s pretty hard to find something I don’t want.”

He blinked, obviously not following and then his lip quirked, but he didn’t say anything. Instead, he let go of her and screwed the cap back on the tube of cream. When he finished, he tipped his black hat slightly before turning and striding to the door.

She watched him, or rather his ass covered in black denim. When he opened the door and looked at her, she forced her gaze to meet his.

“Lock your door tonight.”

“Got it.” She moved forward, even as he pulled the door shut.

Turning the lock, she pulled the curtain aside to look out, but Hunter was gone. No surprise there.

She turned away and headed for the bathroom. Obviously, a shower was out, but she needed to clean up. Filling the sink with warm water, she grabbed the soap from the shower.

The night’s activities flashed before her and her back started to throb. Dropping the soap into the water, she grasped both sides of the pedestal sink.

“What if he hadn’t been there?” The fear she’d refused to acknowledge crawled its way back into her consciousness, bringing with it long-buried memories.

Adriana’s hands tightened around the edges of the basin as her stomach threatened to regurgitate everything in it. Squeezing her eyes shut, she fought against the fear, the images of blood on the floors and walls, the sounds of screams piercing the afternoon idle.

Think of something else. Anything.

She opened her eyes, focusing on the brown of her irises in the mirror. Brown like whiskey, amaretto, scotch. She needed two bottles of scotch. How many bottles of gin did she have? At least one in the well, two in the cabinet. Were there any in the storage room?

She had to put in her order tomorrow with Lacey. She needed more limes. There were never enough limes. She had plenty of maraschino cherries, but she needed more swizzle sticks. And those cheap drink umbrellas. She’d been serving a ton of coladas lately.

Her breathing slowed as she focused on what she needed for the bar. Locking the fear and past back up where it belonged, she gazed at her reflection in the mirror and forced her fingers to relax around the sink rim. Tears had tracked mascara down her face and her tan skin looked blotchy.

“Chica, you look like hell.”
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Hunter sat on the edge of the desk in Kendra Lowe’s office, waiting for her to arrive. His shift was over, but he wanted to tell her why he’d busted one of her casita sliders. If she balked that he’d over-reacted, he’d walk.

A tinge of regret at that prospect slinked through his anger, surprising him. He did feel more comfortable here than anywhere else, which said a lot since just being in his own skin was uncomfortable, like being forced to crawl under barbed wire that was two inches too low to the ground.

Footsteps coming down the hall had him listening. Cowboy boots. All staff wore them except the cook, but the stride was masculine. “Wade.”

Wade halted just inside the doorway. “Good morning, Hunter. Not used to seeing you this late in the morning. Everything go okay last night?”

“Yes, but we had trouble.” Technically, everything did go well. He took care of the situation.

“Shit.” Wade strode in and slapped a piece of paperwork on his fiancée’s desk. “When are the people in this area going to accept this place?”

“It was a guest.”

Wade stared. “A guest?”

“They have been escorted off the property.”

“That bad, huh? So that’s why you’re here, to tell Kendra. Hold on, let me get her. Last I saw, she was just pouring her first cup of coffee, but this should wake her up.” Wade took out his phone and typed. “Come on, go through.” He waited. “If I have to go—good. She should be here any minute now. Do you want some coffee?”

Hunter shook his head. He needed to get to sleep.

“I think I’m going to need another cup to hear this.” Wade strode out.

Hunter listened to Wade talking to Lacey. He couldn’t hear what he said, but he’d bet money he was letting Lacey know. Maybe even having her pull up a guest list. At least the man didn’t ask him to explain the situation twice.

Footsteps quickly striding down the hall told him Kendra had arrived. As soon as she walked in the door, she took off her cowboy hat and dropped it on the desk. “Tell me.”

He glanced at the doorway.

“Wade, come in here!” She shrugged out of her jean jacket and sat in her chair behind him, so he moved to stand next to the window. From the look on his boss’s face, no one would think anything was wrong. She’d been a professional poker player and was an expert on hiding her emotions when she wanted to.

Wade came in, Lacey, the receptionist, trailing behind.

“Okay, spill.” Kendra looked at him expectantly.

“One of the guests got carried away with some bondage and Domination last night. It went beyond consensual and I had to break the slider to stop it.”

The silence in the room said far more than any gasp. Lacey, in her creamsicle sweater and white cowboy hat was the first to break the silence. “I just can’t believe we would have any nudists here who would do such a thing. Who was it?”

He shrugged. “Casita Eight.”

Lacey clasped her hands in front of her. “That was a threesome. The woman, Tina I think, was very submissive.”

“It wasn’t Tina.” He waited.

Kendra finally spoke, her poker face failing as concern lowered her brow. “Adriana. Is she all right?”

“Yes, mostly. She can give you the details. I was patrolling the area. Luckily, the light was on and the curtains were open. I was able to stop it before it got too out of hand.”

“Bastards.” Kendra’s hiss echoed everyone’s sentiments, even his own.

“I had to break the glass to get in. They’d locked the door.”

Wade shook his head. “I’m glad you were there at the right time.”

Yeah, so was he. “I’m heading back to my place now. Do you need anything from me?”

“Does she want to press charges?” Kendra stood, her concern tinged with anger.

The way they all rallied around the bartender made him relax. This was a good place. “She told me she didn’t.”

“Those jerks are never coming back here.” Lacey spun on her heel and left the room.

Wade grinned. “And I’ll bet they won’t be welcomed at any other nudist resort once Lacey gets on the network.”

“As it should be.” Kendra walked around her desk. “I’ll talk to Adriana more about it when she comes in.” She looked at him. “But she wasn’t hurt?”

He fisted his hands and released them. “The door was locked. It took a second to break the glass.”

Kendra’s eyes widened as she opened her mouth, but Wade stepped up to her and pulled her against his side. “Thank you. I imagine you’re tired. We’ll take care of the door and Adriana.”

He had no doubt they would. Tipping his hat in acknowledgement, he left the office and headed for his casita, his body relaxing with his stride. He’d been at Poker Flat for four months and didn’t interact much with the rest of the staff, mainly due to his hours, but also because of his preference. It reassured him that the staff rallied around their own. He’d made the right decision to accept a job here.

He strode down the dirt path behind the main building where the staff casitas were. He hadn’t expected to fit in. His old high school buddy had placed him in three other jobs, but he hadn’t been able to adjust, the lack of purpose to the position chafing at him.

Poker Flat was different. The resort needed him. That had been proved the very week he was hired on as security guard. It fit in well with his military police background. Plus, the night hours allowed him to be alone most of the time. The desert was like home after two tours in Afghanistan. The fact that people walked around with no clothes was a bonus—it meant they weren’t hiding any weapons.

Burying his hand in his front pocket, he pulled his key ring out. As he stepped up to the door, he slowed. Someone was there. Covertly, he glanced to his left and right. There, near the corner of the house leading to the patio around back were footprints in the dirt. He palmed his keys to keep them quiet and moved to the side of the little house.

He glanced around the corner of his casita. No one was there. He scanned the ground. The footsteps led to his patio. Without hesitation, he crept toward his sliders.

Fuck, they were open at least an inch. He scanned his interior, but didn’t see anyone inside from his vantage point, which left the entire east side of his living room unseeable. Carefully, he pulled his knife from his back pocket and exchanged it with the keys.

With weapon in hand, he threw open the slider and stepped in.

“You finally came home. I thought your shift ended over an hour ago.”

Adriana sat on the love seat that came with the house. Her long, shapely legs in black cowboy boots, crossed, her short denim shorts frayed at the thighs, making her crotch all that more enticing. Her waist was bare but her substantial breasts were covered with a tight black leather vest zipped halfway up, showing a serious amount of cleavage.

When he raised his gaze, her smirk made promises it shouldn’t and pure animal lust was obvious in her cinnamon-brown eyes.

“Shit, woman. I could have skewered you.” He closed his knife and dropped it in his back pocket, his heart pumping extra hard as it came down fast from the adrenaline rush of catching someone in his place. “How did you get in here?”

Her lips formed an enticing pout. “Welcome to you, too.”

He rubbed his face with one hand and strode to the kitchen. He needed sustenance. Opening the fridge, he grabbed a protein shake and unscrewed the top. As he took a swallow, he forced his body to calm. Between stifling his reflexes and her sex appeal, he was ready to lash out at anything. She was as sexy clothed as she had been naked.

He needed to focus on her face and what she’d been through last night. He brought the bottle down.

“You drink that stuff?” She squinched up her little nose. “I’ve tasted one of those. They’re disgusting.”

He raised the bottle in a toast. “Beats MREs.” He took another swallow. The cool coffee-flavored liquid helped to relax his stomach.

“MR whats?”

He waved her off. “Never mind. What do you need, Adriana? I need to get some sleep.”

Her gaze started at his boots and wandered over every inch of him, making it clear she wanted him. Shit, the woman was a Goddamn seductress.

She shrugged, breaking his concentration and he gulped down the rest of the shake.

“I came to make you breakfast. I thought it was the least I could do.” She stretched her arm out across the back of the love seat, showing a tightly toned arm. “Granted, I’m not Selma, but since I’m guessing you don’t get to eat much of her food either, I figure my skills should be enough.”

He dropped the bottle into the trash. “Thanks, but I’m good. Shouldn’t you be asleep yourself?”

She finally looked away.

Ah, he got it. “Nightmares.”

Her gaze swung back to him, before she waved him off. “Over last night, hardly.”

He shook his head. “No, not about last night.”

Again she broke his gaze. “I just wanted to do something nice for you. I really appreciated your help.”

He moved across the room to the slider and closed it, locking it. There was no sign of forced entry, so why was it unlocked? He turned to face her and found her standing. “How did you get in here?”

She pulled a skinny metal object from her back pocket. “I picked the lock. One of my old clients showed me how. I left it open for the fresh morning air. I love that it’s still crisp. You might want to think about putting in a bar to hold it closed. It’s safer that way.”

He raised his eyebrow. “And do I need a bar here?” He’d found the place to be relatively safe, except for the occasional outside troublemaker and the guests from last night.

She sauntered up to him, leaning toward him as she lay her hand on his shirt. A whiff of sage and fresh linen filled his nostrils, causing his body to come alive against his will.

“Only if you need a bartender. I’m very good at tending bar.”

Her hand felt warm, the first touch of another human he’d experienced beyond a handshake since coming to Poker Flat. That and his catching her when she tripped last night. He still remembered the softness of her skin and an urge to whip off his shirt so he could feel her hand caught him by surprise.

She gazed up at him beneath long black lashes, her eyes filled with erotic promises. “I can mix you up whatever you like. A little of this, a little of that.” She raised herself up on her toes, leaning into him, her breasts just teasing his shirt and her breath wafting across the scruff on his chin. “Or do you like your pleasure as a shot, neat?”

Shot? Shot of alcohol? Fuck no. He stepped away quickly, turning his back on her as he strode to the door. Opening it, he looked at her. “I need sleep.”

Her eyes went from wide with shock to narrowed in calculation within seconds. “Fine, cowboy. If you prefer sleep over pleasure, it’s your choice.” She grabbed up her black straw cowboy hat she’d left sitting on the love seat and sauntered toward him.

Didn’t the woman know how to walk without moving her hips so much?

When she reached him, she stopped. “You know where to find me if you need me.” Then she leaned forward and pressed her lips to his.

Hunter fought every nerve in his body to keep from responding. He didn’t want his body to come alive. Reminders that he still breathed infuriated him.

When she didn’t get a response, she plopped her hat on her head and scowled, but she didn’t say a word, just shook her head and left.

He closed the door, resisting the urge to rip it off its hinges. Fuck. Now his body was tight with wanting as if it deserved something.

Stalking to the bathroom, he stripped, turned on the cold tap and jumped into the stream of water. “Fuck.”
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Adriana picked up her pace as soon as the door closed behind her. That cowboy was hiding a boatload of crap and she planned to find out what.

She headed straight for the main building. She had over two hours before her shift and she would put them to good use. It wasn’t as if she could go back to bed. Freaking nightmares. Hunter’s guess was too on the money. She would have been fine except for the blood on the cloth he used.

She moved her back experimentally as she opened the glass door of the “lodge” as she called it. The large one-story structure housed the reception area and offices, the dining room, kitchen, gathering room with giant stone fireplace and the indoor bar. All the wood, stone and stucco reminded her of a lodge she’d been to in the Sierras when one of her clients paid for a whole weekend of her company. That had been a particularly enjoyable time with a rather hunky client.

As she entered the building, she admitted Hunter’s first aid had left her with just a slight twinge. She had no idea what her back looked like because she’d avoided her three-way mirror. If she was still bleeding, she didn’t want to know.

She didn’t look exactly “western” today which was the work uniform for the resort. All employees had to be dressed while on shift, not that hers started for a few hours yet, but she didn’t plan to change. She’d worn her black leather zip-front halter, frayed jean shorts and black cowboy boots with a black straw cowboy hat. She called it her “biker –western” wear.

What she loved about working at the nudist resort was when she wasn’t on the clock, she could strut around naked all she wanted. It definitely helped to procure invitations into guests’ beds.

She slowed as she sauntered down the hall and into Lacey’s domain. At least the tight black vest she wore would hide any stain. “Morning, Lacey.” She moved to the coffeepot and poured herself a mug. She was wired from last night and her body was on a sexual high she got just from being around Hunter, but she needed something in her stomach.

When she heard no response from Lacey, she turned to look at her. “What’s the problem, hon? Your jaw stuck?”

Lacey snapped her mouth closed and blinked. “What are you doing here this early?”

She shrugged. “Still weirded out. I’m guessing you heard.”

Lacey nodded solemnly then took a step toward her. “I’m so sorry.”

Adriana steeled herself as Lacey gave her a hug. The woman meant well, but the last thing she wanted was sympathy and the pressure on her back reminded her of her cuts.

Lacey finally stepped back. “Are you okay?”

She stuck her hand on her hip. “Don’t I look okay?” She grabbed her earlobe with her other hand. “Don’t you like these hoops?”

Lacey frowned. “That’s not what I meant.”

“I know, honey, but I’m fine.” She chuckled. “You know it takes more than an unruly guest to bother me.”

“I know, but you’ve never needed Hunter before.”

Adriana wiggled her eyebrows. “Speaking of needing Hunter, what’s his story?”

“Him, too?” Lacey threw her hands up. “I thought you didn’t go for the good-boy types.” She moved to the coffeepot and refilled her own cup.

“He’s a good boy? That’s not what my radar is telling me.” Adriana took a seat at the small round table, ready to learn everything she could. “I can’t believe I’m that off.”

Lacey glanced through the doorway that led to the reception desk then took a seat. “Of course he is. He’s a cowboy.”

“Oh, I’ll give you that, but he’s more. Cowboys wear checkered button-down shirts and blue jeans. They don’t wear all black all the time.”

Lacey grinned. “Cole calls him Cash after Johnny Cash.”

“Uh-uh, he’s not a country singer either. Come on, girl. You’ve been around him a lot more than I have.” At least while clothed.

Lacey took a sip of her coffee. “I haven’t really spoken to him much because I work during the day. He’s around more when you and Kendra are. The only time I ran into him at night was when he took away the guy that attacked my casita.” Lacey grasped her cup with both hands. “Heck, I was so shaken up that someone could be so mad at me, I don’t even remember if Hunter said anything. All I know is he appeared out of nowhere and took the guy away after Cole caught him.”

Sounded like Hunter was good at appearing out of nowhere. She leaned back in her chair and held Lacey’s gaze. “But you know a lot more about him because you have his personnel file. Tell me.”

“Come on, Adriana. You know I can’t release that information. Those files are private.”

She didn’t stop staring at Lacey. She wanted to know. It had been four months of watching for the man’s black boots so she could get off. Now he’d broken her faceless fantasy, and being close to him triggered a craving inside that far surpassed her need for sex.

She didn’t question it. She never did. Life was about following cravings. She was convinced they existed to help people enjoy life, if they’d only listen to them.

Lacey shook her head. “No. It’s against policy.” Her stern look crumbled. “I can’t, I’m sorry.”

Adriana looked at her sideways. “I trust you to balance my checkbook for me, but you won’t trust me with a little information?”

Lacey was a sweetheart, but she was also a good girl, though not above manipulating people to get her way on occasion.

“Why don’t you just ask Hunter yourself?”

She snorted. “Because he isn’t exactly the talkative type.”

“There is that.” Lacey took another sip of coffee and her gaze turned shrewd. “Why do you want to know about Hunter? It’s not like you need to know anything about a man before sleeping with him.”

“Sleeping wasn’t what I had in mind.” She winked.

Her friend looked seriously troubled.

“What?”

“I don’t think it’s a good idea.”

“Why? Is there something about him I should know? If so, you better tell me.”

Lacey took a sip of coffee before responding. “I just don’t think this is a good match.”

She rolled her eyes. “I don’t want to date him. I just want to have sex with him.”

“Oh, I don’t know. It feels…”

“Feels what? Spit it out.”

“I think you should ask Kendra. She interviewed Hunter. She was very thorough in hiring her security guards this time.”

Now that sounded promising. “Fine, if my supposed best friend can’t help me then I guess I have to go over her head.”

Lacey’s face fell. “That’s not fair. You know I want to.”

Adriana winked. “Yeah, I do. Just had to give you a hard time for stonewalling me.”

“I’m not—”

She laughed. “You’re too easy, hon.”

Lacey leaned back and checked the reception desk. “Oh, someone just came in.” She stood, coffee mug in hand. “I have to go. Are we good?”

She nodded. “We’re good. Go. Make someone happy.”

“That’s my job.” Lacey beat a quick exit.

“And you do it so well, sweetie.” Adriana took her half-finished coffee with her and meandered her way into Kendra’s office. It was empty, but since the door was open, it meant her boss would be back.

She sat in the chair opposite Kendra’s desk. A file cabinet tucked into a corner caught her eye. Only important papers would be in Kendra’s office…like personnel files? She looked toward the door and listened for footsteps. All was quiet except for a muted conversation between Lacey and their new guest. What could it hurt?

She started to rise than flopped back into the chair. She’d be out on her ass in about ten minutes if she was caught. Since when was she willing to risk her job over a man? Hell, Adriana, get a grip on yourself.

Kendra was all about giving her staff a second chance by hiring them, but she refused to offer a third chance. Old Billy, the former wagon and golf cart driver, was proof of that. He’d been a functioning alcoholic until he wasn’t anymore and then he got the axe. Yeah, it was a bit more than that, but the fact remained, Kendra wouldn’t bend on the subject of another chance.

Adriana sighed. She had a good gig here. She wasn’t going to lose it because of her curiosity over a—

Footsteps coming down the hall convinced her she’d made the right decision. When they stopped at the doorway, she let her head fall back. “Hey.”

Kendra came in carrying a clipboard and placed it on her desk before sitting on the edge of it. “Are you okay?”

She held the coffee cup up. “Good enough. Got my caffeine.”

“No, I mean how did they hurt you? Hunter said things got carried away.”

That was one way of putting it. “Yeah, they did a little, but he showed up just in time.”

Kendra shook her head. “He may have showed up, but he said he had to bust through the slider. That’s heavy-duty glass rated to stand up to haboobs. It couldn’t have shattered very quickly.”

“So that’s why it looked like sections of a giant spider web. Actually, he broke that sucker pretty damn fast.”

Kendra crossed her arms. “Spill.”

Adriana looked at the open door. Lacey might love sexy lingerie, but she didn’t need to hear this.

Her boss caught the hint and moved to close the door. Then she sat in the other chair in front of her desk. “Okay. What happened?”

Adriana explained the final scene only. No need for Kendra to know everything that led up to the whipping.

Of course, Kendra didn’t show any emotion at first. Adriana had noticed that when her boss was angry, upset, or frustrated, her poker mask reappeared. At least she’d become good at showing her emotions when she was excited, happy, or having fun. That and when she looked at Wade. It was strange seeing tough Kendra looking all googly-eyed at her man.

Finally, the emotion revealed itself and it wasn’t pretty. Kendra was spittin’ mad.

“Show me.”

“What?”

“I want to see what damage was done.”

Adriana shifted in her chair. She didn’t care about stripping, but what if her cuts had seeped into her vest? Only one way to find out. If they stuck, she’d know, plus the leather vest was black. There’d be no blood stains even if she did look at it. “I didn’t know you were that kind of girl.” She smirked.

“Nice try. Now stand up, turn around and take off your top.”

Adriana smiled as she rose. “You wouldn’t believe the number of times I’ve heard those exact words. They trigger my horny side.”

“Adriana, you don’t have another side. Now stop stalling.”

She barked a laugh at her boss and turned her back. Unzipping the vest completely in half, she let it drop down, but held it in her hands.

The office was quiet. No gasp, so that was a good thing. She didn’t really want to be disfigured by a simple whip, even if the asshole had used knots. There were knots and then there were knots. Usually whips for sex play weren’t set up to scar—leave marks, yes, scar, no. Doms liked their subs pretty.

A sudden sympathy for the girl Tina rose, but she squelched it. The woman had chosen the Dom for whatever reason. “So?”

“You can put your vest back on.”

She turned and faced her boss. “Do I have to?”

Kendra looked at the clock. “Actually, no. You still have almost two hours before work. Maybe you should go get some rest.”

She carefully pulled the vest back on, but didn’t zip it. “Why? Is it that bad?” Her gut sank at the thought her back would be marred for life just because she’d been stupid. Kendra had much worse scars, so she really should count herself lucky.

“It looks like it’s healing already. Who treated it?”

“Hunter. Do you think I’ll have scars?”

Kendra shook her head. “I doubt it. Besides, your front is much more enticing to men than your back.”

She grinned. “I’m not so sure. I had this one guy who just loved my booty. He couldn’t get enough of it.”

Kendra held up her hand. “Please, too much information.”

Adriana laughed. “Since when?”

“Since—”

A knock on the door stopped the conversation fast.

“Sorry, Ms. Lowe.” Andrew, their new wagon driver, stepped in, gripping his cowboy hat in both hands.

The lanky twenty-year-old had the beginnings of one handsome man. Adriana had thought about offering to teach him a few things in the bedroom he might not already know, but she’d hadn’t had a chance yet.

“Andy, what is it?” Kendra stood.

Adriana joined her, facing Andy. His worried expression changed as his gaze moved to her open vest. She gave him her best seduction smile, but he didn’t move his eyes from the inside outline of both her breasts. She was good with that.

“Adriana, zip up.” Kendra waved her hand in front of Andrew’s eyes. “You came in here for a reason. Could you think with your other head and tell us why?”

The man actually blushed before his memory returned. “Yes, it’s Ms. Perez’s car. I’m not sure, but I think someone was in it.”

“What?” This had better be a bad joke.

Andrew nodded. “I just got back from bringing the Sandersons down. They had a lot of luggage, so it took a while to unload.” He grimaced. “I’m not sure. But I know how you are always careful to lock your doors because you leave stuff in there.”

“Yeah, so? I have a mess in my car. It’s not like I use it that often living here with Selma’s great cooking and guests free for the taking. Why? Is my car clean now?” She squelched her smile, only because the young man appeared very concerned.

He flushed again. “Well, no, miss, but I noticed the doors were unlocked when I drove up there. I didn’t notice it when I came in this morning, but it could be because I didn’t turn the lights on and when I just drove up now, the sun was shining in there, lighting the whole place up.”

“Motherfucker.” Adriana ignored Andrew’s stunned expression. “Take me up there.”

Kendra grabbed her arm. “Hold on. What are you thinking?”

“I’m thinking that Dom from last night got pissed he had to leave the resort and damaged my car somehow.”

“Why? Did you tell him you drive a yellow convertible Camaro?”

Did she? “I have no idea. No wait. I haven’t talked about my car all week. Damn, I’m slipping.”

Kendra let go of her arm. “This could be a totally unrelated incident. If we’re experiencing more vandalism, they could have chosen your car because it stands out like an oasis in the middle of a desert. Or you could have simply forgotten to lock your doors. When was the last time you used it?”

That was easy to remember. She’d gone into the city to try out a real sex swing before plunking down money online. “Four days ago.”

“Okay, so let’s go up to your car and see if anything is missing or damaged. If not, you just forgot to lock it.”

She didn’t forget. She may not be the neatest person on staff, but she always locked her car. That Camaro was her baby. She’d never loved anyone, but she damn well loved that car. “Lead the way.”

Kendra motioned Andrew out of the room. “I hope we don’t have to call Detective Anderson again. I had really hoped the residents of the area had finally accepted our nudist resort. We haven’t had an incident here since last fall.”

Adriana frowned. “Maybe not here, but there was plenty of excitement at the Last Chance Ranch. Between the Christmas and New Year’s Day shootings, I’ll bet he’s still doing paperwork.”

Andy put the tan golf cart in motion.

“I forget, it’s all a matter of perspective.” Kendra grinned. “At least on Poker Flat, I’ve been the only one to use a gun.”

“So far.” Adriana met Kendra’s surprised look with a promise of her own. If that Dom had damaged her car, she was taking her Smith and Wesson out of retirement and shooting the man’s ass.


Chapter Three
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Hunter rode in the sedan, his eyes constantly scanning the road ahead. This was stupid. The general he guarded had insisted on being taken by land to the base, but there were no armored sedans at the air field. One hour and they would have been in a safe helicopter. It wasn’t as if it was an emergency.

General Rendez talked nonstop in the back seat to Major Jackson. Hunter had learned to tune out the jaw flapping of the higher ups. His job was to protect them, not nose around in their business, besides, he was pretty sure their business would nauseate him.

This second tour in Afghanistan was nothing like the first. Before he felt like he was accomplishing something, helping knock down terrorism and protecting bases where they brought in the wounded.

But he’d been promoted. Shit. It felt like a demotion to him. Guarding the movers and shakers of the army around a country that didn’t even function as a country was a lesson in futility in his opinion. But what did he know? He was only Military Police.

But he did know how to survive and keep his charges alive.

The tiniest glint on the hill up ahead had his adrenaline kicking in. “Stop!”

“What? I can’t stop. We’re in the middle of nowhere.” His driver, a man he’d never met that he now looked at with suspicion, kept moving forward.

“I said stop.” He slammed his foot on top of the brake, bringing the sedan to a sudden halt. Swearing in the back was nothing but muffled sound to him.

He saw the flash as the mortar was sent. Fuck, they were dead. “Get out of the car!” He jumped out and threw open the back door. Pulling the general out, he pushed him ahead of him, away from the vehicle. The silence in the air made everything slow down as he pushed his muscles harder. The explosion shook the ground simultaneously with the concussion of air that picked him up and swept him forward.

Heat, pain and desperation sliced through his body. Then there was nothing.

Voices speaking Dari brought him to. Did he want to wake up? No. Yes. He had to get home to Julie. He had to live. The body beneath his own was warm. He had to protect her. What was Julie doing here? She was supposed to be home. His hand was wedged beneath him. If he could just reach his sidearm.

The voices grew louder. He wasn’t sure if it was because they drew closer or his hearing was coming back online. Didn’t matter which. He had to protect Julie. Wiggling his fingers, he felt every one of them. He moved his hand slowly to his side, hoping his M9 was still in its holster. His M4 was torn from his hand in the blast. His fingers grasped the cold metal of the Beretta’s hilt. Confidence powered through him. He had a gun.

The voices grew louder. Arguing. Only two. That’s what sucked here. So few could do so much damage. But he could take out two. Then he had to get Julie to the hospital. Or was she already there? Images of her in a hospital bed flashed across his vision. He must still be dazed from the explosion. Didn’t matter. His training said take down the enemy and worry about wounded when the threat was eliminated.

A shout as the two men found the driver proved that man’s innocence. Too bad he hadn’t stopped out of range.

Hunter slit open one eye. Fuck, that’s as far as it would go. One of the enemy walked around the wreckage, his weapon ready.

He only had one shot and it all depended on pushing himself up and swinging his arm around. He didn’t even know if he could move, but if he went slow, he was dead anyway. Then what of Julie?

Her sweet smile, big eyes and flawless white skin that she swore she had to moisturize every day back in Arizona, blocked his vision for a moment. He had to get back to her.

No, he had to save her. Confusion swept through him and his head started to throb. He needed to focus.

The enemy drew closer. He waited. Watching for the telltale sign the man had relaxed. Not yet. The enemy kicked his boot. It didn’t hurt too bad, which meant he still had his legs. It certainly felt that way.

Then the enemy kicked the leg beneath him. Anger boiled inside, pushing him to the edge. He couldn’t let this man hurt Julie. She was his reason for living, for getting home to their ranch outside of Tucson.

Then he saw it. The loosened hand as the M16 dipped down toward the ground.

He pushed his torso up with his left hand as his right swung and pulled the trigger. The enemy went down.

His brain rejoiced as he collapsed on Julie. Darkness threatened as the thumping in his head increased, mixing with a yell and the pounding of feet.

He wanted to give in, but a groan from beneath him forced him to push away the black and embrace the hammering in his head. He opened his eye as the enemy pulled his gun up to his hip.

No fucking way.

He’d fallen on his arm so he cocked his wrist and shot just as the first bullets whizzed toward him. The enemy fell at the same time the burn of bullets pierced his leg and a yell from beneath him told him where the others had landed.

“No!” Julie was hit! She had to live!

His body jerked hard and he woke soaked in sweat. “What the fuck?”

Hunter blinked, focusing on the ceiling fan above him and the sunlight glinting off it. He wiped at his face with one hand. He wasn’t supposed to have the nightmares during the day.

He threw off the blanket and swung his legs over the side of the bed. Leaning his elbows on his knees, he cradled his head. Just when he found a routine, his brain screwed him up again.

This one was new. He’d never dreamed his late wife was the general he’d saved. Too bad he didn’t do drugs because they couldn’t mess with his head any worse than it already was.

Standing up, he strode naked to the bathroom to take a piss then walked into the kitchen. He was starving. Adrenaline rushes in dreams demanded as many calories as the real thing.

Opening the fridge, he scanned the shelf of protein shakes. He had to admit, Lacey was efficient. But he needed real food.

Pulling the lunch meat drawer open, he grabbed the pound of sliced roast beef. He’d prefer a steak, but he didn’t want to take that kind of time. He needed a lot more sleep. He glanced at the clock on the microwave. Shit. It was only one in the afternoon.

He dropped the beef on the counter and pulled out the casserole dish still half filled with the macaroni and cheese he made the day before. He mixed that up and stuck it in the microwave.

As the timer ticked down, he ripped open the roast beef and took a slice at a time and chewed. The primitive flavor of the pink meat permeated his mouth and soothed his brain. When the microwave rang, he pulled the dish out and set it on the stove top. Grabbing a spoon, he shoveled in a hot, cheesy portion.

Now that was comfort food. He focused on the flavors as they moved over his tongue. The tangy saltiness of the pasta and the course rawness of the meat. When he was finished he felt better, or rather his stomach felt better. His mind kept wanting to go back to the dream.

How the fuck was he supposed to sleep if he was going to dream again? Wrapping what was left of the meat, he stuffed it back in the drawer and placed the casserole dish in the dishwasher.

Then he sat on the stool at the counter with a bottle of water. He needed to force his mind to think of something else like they’d taught him. Anything.

Adriana’s naked body as she walked into the light of her own kitchen emerged. The woman was sex on two legs, a dirty magazine centerfold/porn star/temptress in one. Every boy’s and man’s wet dream, but even better. She was exotic and beautiful and sensual naturally, like she’d been born to pleasure a man.

His cock hardened as he kept his focus. So what? No need to keep the sucker at bay now. She wasn’t here. He indulged his fantasy.

She wouldn’t need a bed. She’d want something down and dirty. She’d be happy to sit on this very counter, spread her legs and let him eat her out. No guilt. No commitments. No attachment beyond sex. His hand found his stiff cock and he started to rub it back and forth.

He could imagine her dusky skin changing to a dull pink at the lips between her thighs. He could lick every pale spot while being surround by her scent. He’d noticed it when he walked her home. It was like the desert at night, cool, crisp, fresh.

She’d grasp his head in her hands, urging him on, moaning loudly, free of all inhibitions. She wouldn’t care who heard or who saw. Shit, she’d be happy to have an audience. They could invite the whole resort.

His hand stilled. Not like Julie. She enjoyed their intimacy, preferably in the dark, her tiny moans eeking out to tell him she enjoyed his touch.

He shook his head. He wasn’t worthy of Julie anymore. She was gone. She wouldn’t like who he’d become. He wasn’t the cowboy hero she’d fallen in love with. He’d been so green, idealistic, thinking he could make a difference, first in their town and then for his country.

But he couldn’t even save his own wife.

The dream edged into his psyche, threatening to take over again. “No.”

His own voice cut it off. Dark skin, long black hair, breasts with large, dusky areolas and thick nipples. He could do that.

He could take Adriana anywhere. He turned as he grasped his ball sac and rolled them. Sitting on his stool, he gazed out at the patio, in the shade at the moment, the wood railing the perfect height for bending her over. He could envision her stomach across the top as he held her hips and sank into her wet and ready pussy. The glide would be spectacular.

Her sheath would contract around him, an expertise he was sure she had. He’d watched her so many nights. Not because he planned to, but on patrol he’d see the light and check to make sure all was okay. She was inside with at least two, maybe more, partners.

Her smile sultry even as someone pounded into her like he wanted to do. Her eyes bright with excitement, her every movement a dance of sexuality and enjoyment. She would laugh, her pleasure too much to contain and he could hear it.

He’d been drawn in like a man being tempted to the dark side. He snorted. He’d been living on that side since his first tour, he just hadn’t realized it.

He always stepped forward, wanting to be closer to hear her orgasm as her body shook and her mouth opened with her scream.

But if he had her, it would just be the two of them. Two who lived better in the dark where their sins were less obvious. He could have her to himself, right there over the railing.

“More,” her throaty voice would demand.

He could grip her hips and slide in and out, the tension fluctuating as she spurred him on. Pumping faster, he’d fill her every time to the brink, his balls slapping against her as she panted and moaned until screaming, her sheath contracted around him, milking his cock for all it was worth.

“Argh.” The release of his come as it squirted onto the tile floor unwound his tension and freed his mind. He slowed his hand, holding a bit of pressure on his happy dick. “Nice job.”

Finally letting go, he pulled paper towels from the holder and wet them to clean himself off. Trashing them, he grabbed another bunch and cleaned up the floor. Keeping his mind on the relief he felt, he returned to his bedroom and sprawled across the bed.
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Adriana poured another round of shots. “That’s it, folks. Going to have to close up now.”

A chorus of whines from the four swingers followed her pronouncement.

“Ah, come on, Adriana. It’s only one. The n-night is young.”

She eyed the petite blonde with enhanced breasts. Patti was her name. “True, but I can’t keep the bar open with only four customers. If you want, I can charge a bottle of tequila to your account and you can take it back to your casita.”

“Oh, I like that idea. Do it.”

She added the bottle of high-end tequila and handed it over. “There you go. Enjoy the rest of your night.”

“Would you like to join us?” The blonde’s husband, Steve, gave her a wink.

“You know I would, but I still have a lot of work to do. Need to add to my liquor order after all you guys drank and that goes out tomorrow.”

Patti toasted the air with the bottle. “If you change your m-mind and want to come over later, we’re in casita number four.” She giggled, finding that funny.

Patti was obviously already feeling a little too good. Adriana smiled. “Good to know.”

As the foursome made their way down the path from the outdoor bar, she pulled the final shot glasses from the ironwood top and washed them in the scrubber.

She didn’t have to close the bar. She could have kept it open until two, but she was tired. Three hours of fitful sleep had not been enough. Then added to that the news about her car, even though nothing had been missing, and she was wrecked. She was bound to drop more than a beer glass if she continued to tend bar and she hated cleaning up glass. The chances of being cut were too high.

She flicked the scrubber off and turned out the lower bar lights. She’d been surreptitiously cleaning up for the last hour, ready to call it a night.

Usually, she would jump at the chance to join a foursome, but being tired meant she couldn’t judge the two couples well enough to know for certain it was safe. They probably were, but it was even more than that.

Wiping her hands on a bar towel, she grabbed it up and two others and threw them on the floor. That would remind her to pull out clean ones tomorrow afternoon.

She flipped the switch on the upper bar lights and walked toward the pool. Usually she took a dip on the nights she wasn’t otherwise occupied after work, but she felt too tired for even that.

The moon was shining brighter, showing at least three quarters, making the area look like another dimension. Yeah, right.

She plopped down on a lounge chair and toed off her boots. She could probably sleep right here she was so tired, but the moonlight might keep her awake. Still, it felt good to get off her feet.

Between the whip last night and the shock at seeing her car mysteriously unlocked, it had been a rough one. Too bad she couldn’t soak in a nice hot bath. She could, but that meant she’d have to run it, which would take far too long.

She glanced at the hot tub. That could work.

But she didn’t move. Not a single muscle. There had been no damage to her car and everything she had in there was still there. Kendra was sure she’d just left it unlocked. But she hadn’t. She always locked her car twice, just to be sure. It was habit.

She loved that car. It wasn’t anything truly expensive or special but it was to her. Being able to buy it had been her first goal for herself when she’d joined the bordello in Sparks, Nevada. She’d been so naïve, but her looks and personality had made her one of the three most sought after girls at Mrs. B’s.

To be truthful, she could have bought four of those cars, but it wasn’t the same. Her baby was hers, but it was getting old. Maybe it was time to change the color. Maybe lime green. She grinned. Lacey would be horrified.

“You closed early.” Hunter’s voice came out of nowhere.

Her heart raced at being surprised and with the knowledge he was near. He was the reason she wasn’t anxious to join a group tonight. She wanted him. She scanned the edges of the pool deck and found him, or rather the shadow of him at the opposite corner. “Crap, you’re quiet. You almost gave me a heart attack.”

He walked toward her, skirting the pool, but the moonlight hitting his cowboy hat kept his face in shadow. Damn, that was hot.

“I wanted to make sure you were safe.”

She liked that. That polite cowboy part of him drew her as much as his silence did and the underlying danger in the way he moved. No one moved like that unless they were hiding something.

It was weird. She didn’t even know if he was built. He was certainly big enough to have muscle under all his clothes, but the black material hid everything. For all she knew, he had a beer belly and flabby thighs.

He stopped about three feet from her. Just his presence, standing over her, had her nipples hardening. What the hell was wrong with her? “I think I’m safe. Why?” She sat up straight. “Did the Dom and his entourage try to come back?”

“No.” The smooth sound of his voice in that one word calmed her like nothing could.

Now that made no sense. How could his voice both excite and relax her? She must need sleep. “I was just resting before heading to bed. No, that’s not true. I was about to fall asleep right here. I’m wiped.”

He didn’t say anything, just stood there silent and dark, darker than the night. A shiver of excitement swept up her spine. He was Batman. She giggled. Freak, she must be really tired. She was losing it. “I guess I should go back to my casita. Could you give a girl a hand up?”

She stretched out her arm, hoping he’d take her hand.

He did and anticipation rumbled low in her belly. She was ready to purr. Then he pulled her toward him and she couldn’t resist. As she stood, she leaned into him, grasping his shoulder. A very muscular shoulder. “Thanks.” She forced herself to let go.

“I’ll walk you home.” His words, so simple, sent excitement tittering through her veins.

“Thanks. Whoa, wait. I need my boots.” Stepping away from him, she shoved her feet in her cowboy boots and groaned. “I’ve spent far too many hours on my feet today. I much prefer being on my back.” She winked at him, but couldn’t tell if he caught it. His face was shadowed by his hat, except his lips and scruff, which were illuminated by the moon and they didn’t move an inch.

He took a step back and opened his arm for her to precede him. That was terribly cowboy of him. Instead, she hooked her arm in his. “Okay, I’m ready, in so many ways.”

She wasn’t sure, but it felt like a tendon or something in his arm moved at her comment. It was so blasted hard to tell when he stayed silent and simply started walking. What she was sure of was that the arm beneath her own was rock hard and that had her mind warming already.

“So did you hear someone broke into my car?”

“No.” He didn’t even hesitate, keeping his stride short to accommodate her.

“They did. I think it was the Dom from last night, but I couldn’t find anything taken or damaged. Kendra thinks I just forgot to lock my car. No way, Jose. That car is my baby. I lock it up good and tight every time.” It still pissed her off that Kendra didn’t believe she’d locked it. She wasn’t so old she forgot stuff like that. She was thirty-two. In her sexual prime.

They took a few more strides before he spoke. “I’ll check on it.”

Those simple words that said he believed her had her anger dissipating. He certainly didn’t say much, but what he said was the right thing. “Thanks.”

They walked in silence, but it wasn’t a comfortable one. She wasn’t sure he was ever comfortable. She didn’t like it. “Correct me if I’m wrong, but I’m guessing you didn’t tell your mommy when you were a five-year-old that you wanted to grow up to be a security guard on a nudist resort. Right?”

This time she definitely felt a reaction in his arm. If she could see his mouth, she would bet money his lips quirked just a smidge.

“Right.”

She waited, but this time she felt as if he were laughing at her, making her wait on purpose. It kind of turned her on. “So what did you do before you came here?”

“I killed people.”

Any lightness she’d felt disappeared with those three words. “Cop?”

He grunted. “Military police.”

So he was a veteran. His silent walk, the way he moved like a snake all coiled up and ready to strike. It fit. She didn’t know one iota about the military. She’d never even had a client who’d been in the military. Probably because women just loved a man in uniform. Those guys didn’t need to pay for it.

She should stick to what she knew but since when did she do what she should? “I thought I felt some muscle under these clothes. I’d really like to see it some time.”

Did his step hesitate just a second there? She couldn’t be sure. Now she had the urge to pull him into her casita, strip him of his black clothing and turn on every light she had. Even the old lava lamp she’d won in Reno.

As they reached her door, he pulled his arm out from her grip.

She turned and faced him, wishing now her light was on outside. Note to self: leave light on twenty-four hours a day from now on. “I’d invite you in for a drink, but really what I’d like is a lot more than that.”

“I don’t drink.” Hunter’s tone was downright frigid.

Hmm, that hit a nerve. “I doubt that. I bet you drink water and orange juice and I know you drink that disgusting protein stuff.”

“I’m on patrol.”

“Right, of course.” There was no way she’d get him into her bed while he was working. That was his police side. “Oh, you said you would look at my car. Do you need the keys? I locked it again this afternoon.”

“Yes.”

She waited for him to elaborate, but that appeared to be it.

Shrugging, she pulled her keys from her back pocket. She unlocked the door to her casita then handed him her key chain. “If you get a break, you know where to find me. And if you just need a little activity before going to sleep in the morning, don’t hesitate to drop by.” She gave him her most sultry smile, making it perfectly clear what kind of activity she was proposing.

He took the keys from her without even touching her hand then tipped his hat and turned away.

Just like that? He disappeared into the moonlit desert as if he’d never been there. What the hell?

Stepping inside her casita, she flicked on the light and dropped down on her couch to toe off her boots.

She must be losing her sex appeal or something. Either that or the man was made of stone. She stilled. What if he’d damaged his goods in the military? “Crap, that would suck.”

Was that why he watched her get off? Did men like that want to watch? Hell, she didn’t have a clue. She didn’t even care why he watched as long as he did. That was pretty selfish of her.

She lay across her couch, too tired to move another foot. Now if he was there, she’d find her second wind, but he’d moved along. Unzipping her vest, she let her breasts breathe.

Making herself come would take more energy than she had, so she pulled the Mexican blanket from the back of her couch and spread it over herself against the chill and closed her eyes.

Maybe she could dream about having an orgasm instead…with a fully functioning Hunter.
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Hunter continued his patrol around the staff casitas, walking off the sexual tension he felt whenever he was near Adriana. He wasn’t surprised by it. In fact, he welcomed it. Her blatant sexuality made an excellent distraction.

He should thank her and he probably would eventually. When he was ready. In the meantime, she’d given him another distraction. Her vehicle.

Hunter strode toward the other side of the resort. Pulling out his cell phone, he flashed the area twice then put it away. The cell phone signal booster Kendra had installed worked only half the time, so he and Mac never completely depended on the phones.

MacKenzie Rivers stepped out from behind the Old West town and strode toward him. The woman was over six feet tall and in better shape than some of the men he’d served with. She kept her hair pulled back in a tight bun and with the weather still cold, wore dark-colored sweats and black sneakers. He didn’t know what her story was, but she took her job seriously and that’s all he cared about.

“What’s up?”

He jerked his head in the direction of the guest casitas. “I need to take some time up at the garage. You want to cover the guest side too for a while?”

“Sure, unless you need me at the garage as well.”

“No.”

She stared at him a moment. “Something up there I should know about?”

“Don’t know yet.” It could be Adriana forgot to lock her car, but he wasn’t going to put anything past the guests he’d kicked out last night. By the time he and Mac reached their casita, they were gone. When he jogged up to the garage to make sure they’d left, he’d seen their tail lights down the dirt road.

They walked together toward the fork that split the resort in half.

“How’s Adriana?” Mac’s question derailed his thoughts.

“Hard to know. She seems fine. I think she blames herself.”

“She shouldn’t.” Mac’s voice changed. There was a guttural tone to it.

He stopped at the top of the ridge, his eyes scanning the casitas below. Only one was lit. Probably the foursome from the bar. “Be sure and check the lit casita. I escorted Adriana home when she got off, but since I turned down her invitation, she may go out again.”

Mac raised an eyebrow then nodded. “Will do. Flash if you need help.”

“Right.” He headed down the path to the bridge, but once across, he jogged up the other side of the ravine. Kendra had given him and Mac golf carts, but they rarely used them. There was nothing like being on foot for catching people doing something they shouldn’t.

The last catch had been a couple who were doing it on Adriana’s bar. They’d been embarrassed he’d caught them, so they weren’t Adriana’s type. He caught plenty of guests having sex in public places of the resort, but if food or drink was served on the surface, he drew the line and left a note. Luckily, most of the nudists knew better.

As he came into the garage, he stopped. Listening to the night sounds, he catalogued every one. The scampering of a desert rat. The winged whisper of a late-night bat. A coyote off in the distance. No human sounds.

He didn’t flick on the overhead lights. They would light up the whole desert north of Carefree Highway. Instead, he pulled out his mini-LED flashlight and clicked it on. Adriana’s car was always parked in the back corner where staff kept their vehicles. It didn’t take long to find it.

He had to give her credit. Choosing a yellow Camaro convertible instead of a red corvette definitely kept her from becoming a cliché. He’d bet a hundred bucks any cop that pulled her over was offered a blowjob if he let her off with a warning.

He shook his head. Julie would have simply cried with mortification. He froze. Where the fuck had that come from?

Refusing to go down that road, he focused on the Camaro, the flashlight reflected off the bright paint, lighting up the area.

The easiest way to break into a car without making it look like a crime occurred was to use a slim jim. He’d used that particular instrument more times than his gun when he’d been an officer in Oro Mesa. He shined the light on the window near where the locking mechanism would be.

There. His body tensed at his find. The lightest of scrapes along the window ridge could be made out. He followed the spot to the window. It was obvious the desert dust had been disturbed, showing the perpendicular marks of a slim jim.

The spurt of elation that came with finding a crime had been committed woke his brain as if it’d been asleep. The scratch and dust disturbance probably wasn’t obvious during the day or with the lights on, but the darkness revealed a lot.

Adriana had probably already compromised the scene, so he didn’t worry about fingerprints. Unlocking the driver side door, he paused. The scent of Adriana flowed out at him. It was strong, as if she sprayed herself with perfume inside the car. It reminded him of sage and fresh cotton, mystical and practical, though there seemed to be very little mystery about that woman.

He shined the light inside. Shit. The car was a mess of paper. The front seat had empty plastic bags and a crushed Kleenex box on the floor. The backseat was littered with receipts. He picked up a handful. Three fast food places, one organic grocery store, one gas station, one hardware store, two bank withdrawals, one restaurant and three sex store receipts. No surprise there. He picked up another handful. This one also included an oil change and a W-2.

Not exactly identity proof. Concerned, he sifted through a few more. She had check stubs, old bills and even a tax workbook CPAs often give clients to get ready for having their taxes done. If someone was in this car, they had access to her entire identity.

He shined the light over every inch, looking for any kind of clue. It wasn’t as if he had a team of forensics experts at his beck and call, but at the moment he wished he did. Standing up, he shined the flashlight over the rest of the vehicle. There didn’t appear to be any outside damage.

He strode around to the passenger seat and checked that window. There were no marks there. He tried the door and it remained locked. Returning to the driver’s side, he sat in the seat and looked around. He could picture Adriana with the top down, her jet-black hair blowing in the wind as she sped down the highway, her smile wide or maybe she even laughed.

He envied her that. Despite her former career, she didn’t appear disillusioned, just tough and she took life by the balls and squeezed every moment of joy from it she could. How did a person become like that?

He shook his head to refocus his thoughts. Opening the glove compartment, he found the registration and a couple of warnings for speeding. There was also a flashlight, a box of 9mm bullets, an array of condoms, a couple loose tampons and a pack of wet wipes. He was learning quite a bit about his coworker.

The passenger seat didn’t have paper. It was piled with clothes. All looked brand new and sexy. Why wouldn’t she have brought these down to her casita?

And why did he keep getting distracted? He needed to think of her as the victim. Would she even know if anything had been taken? This wasn’t a good scenario. Stepping back out of the car, he was about to close the door when his flashlight glinted off something shiny under the driver seat. Crouching, he focused the light on the object.


Chapter Four
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Hunter reached his hand beneath the seat and pulled out…a dog’s tag? He palmed the small metal circle with a date on it and the word “rabies.” It was from years ago. How long had it been since she cleaned her car out? Dropping the tag where it was, he rose and closed the door.

He kept the flashlight aimed at the floor and walked around the car. There was nothing else to see, so he wove his way out from between the staff cars. The rest, about fifteen, were all guests at the resort right now. With people leaving and coming all day, any possible evidence leading to who had broken into Adriana’s car was probably gone, but he looked anyway.

He examined the cars, the floor, the walls, the desert outside the concrete slab that served as the floor of the three-sided garage. Old instincts from his first tour reawakened, giving him an energy he’d thought long dead.

When he finished scouring the immediate vicinity, he walked around the outside of the building, less to find clues than to walk off some of the buzz zipping through his brain. Now he wanted to talk to Adriana. Someone didn’t break into a car for no reason. They needed to figure out why.

Once he’d completed his perimeter, he strode to the narrow canyon edge. From the top, he could see the whole resort, especially with the moon being as bright as it was. There was still one casita with lights on, number four. As he stared at it, a figure walked away and headed up the path to the main building.

It was Mac. Had she flashed and he’d missed it, so engrossed in his investigation? He jogged down the path, keeping his eye on her until he was too far below to see. She hadn’t appeared to be in a hurry. It was important to back each other up.

By the time he made it to the fork in the dirt path, Mac was exiting the building. He strode toward her. “Mac.”

She noticed him then and walked toward him. There was no saunter in her walk like Adriana. She was all business. “Did you find anything?”

“Yes. Any problems here? I saw you talking with the guests at casita number four.”

“That was weird.” She motioned with her thumb over her shoulder. “The foursome you talked about. They wanted to know if I knew where Adriana was. They said they’d invited her down but she hadn’t arrived yet.”

Hunter glanced toward the lit casita. “I guess she decided to stay home. What did you tell them?”

“I told them she’d probably gone to bed. They didn’t like that answer.”

“What do you mean?” His guard was on alert immediately.

Mac shrugged. “Just that the blonde started whining and her husband looked a bit insulted. I didn’t realize Adriana was so important to the guests.”

Shit, now he was getting ahead of himself. “I think only with those who are swingers or into other lifestyles. I doubt the nudist couples expect her to be visiting them at night.”

“So what did you find up there?” Mac looked past him to where the garage sat.

“Let’s walk.” He headed them back toward the stables. “Someone broke into Adriana’s car but didn’t do any damage to it.”

“Was anything taken?”

His lip twitched. “Hard to tell. I’ll have to check with her tomorrow.”

“Do you have any idea when it was broken into?” Her voice sounded more tense than usual.

“No.”

As they crossed the fork between the two plateaus, he couldn’t stop thinking about why someone would want to break into Adriana’s car. The problem was, he knew nothing about her. Actually, he knew something. She was a former prostitute who came to work as a bartender at Poker Flat when Kendra asked her. He’d been told that by the boss herself.

He also knew Adriana loved sex and lots of kink. She was too exotic and sensual, and had an attitude that left no one in doubt about what she thought.

And she had nightmares.

Or it could have just been that one time because of the Dom. She’d shrugged off the experience, but she’d definitely been rattled by it.

“Hunter.” Mac halted. “Do you think someone is stalking Adriana?”

“Don’t know. She hasn’t mentioned anything else unusual happening. I probably won’t have any theories until I talk with her, which will have to wait until she gets off work tomorrow.”

“Okay. Keep me updated. I better get back to my rounds. A lot more happens out here in the middle of the desert than I ever expected.” Mac shook her head before striding off toward the barn.

His gut told him she preferred watching over the horses and property as opposed to the guests. He didn’t care which part of the resort he patrolled. His riding days were over, so if she wanted to guard the animals, it was fine with him.

Since Mac had already walked by the guest lodgings and main building, he headed for the staff casitas. Part of him wanted Adriana to have a light on so he could ask her some questions.

As he walked behind her casita, his wish was granted…sort of. There was a light on next to the couch where she lay sleeping on her side, a small brightly colored blanket pulled over her against the chill. She’d never even made it to the bedroom.

He stepped onto the patio, careful to stay out of the light in case she woke up. In sleep she was exquisite, each feature delicately sculpted. The loud personality was quiet, showing off her exotic beauty. Her black silky hair made her look like a dark goddess resting peacefully.

That wasn’t her. If she saw him standing there, her lips would lift in a sultry smile and she’d invite him in where he could drown his sorrow and anger in her body. The temptation to knock was too much.

He spun on his heel and strode away.
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Adriana smiled at an older couple, careful to keep her gaze trained on the woman. If there was one thing that would threaten Kendra’s nudist resort, it was staff suspected of sleeping with guests behind the spouses’ backs. She always made sure she grinned at the female until she learned the lay of the land. Besides, she didn’t do men old enough to be her father anymore.

The couple smiled in return and continued on to the pool as she opened the large glass door to the main building. Lacey was busy with another pair checking in, so she waved and headed back to see Kendra. She was anxious to find out if Hunter had looked into her car.

She knocked on the open door, catching Kendra in a deep scowl. “Hey, boss, what’s wrong? You look like you just discovered the resort is built on an ancient burial ground.”

“Andy called in sick and the health inspector from the food and beverage department is up at the garage waiting, but I told Selma I’d give her a fifteen-minute warning, which you know means getting her to calm down so we don’t get closed down because of her swearing. And of course our lunch rush started early today with the warm weather.”

Adriana grinned. “No problem. I’m great at causing delays with men. Let me go meet the health inspector while you get Selma ready. I can open the bar when I get back. I’ll just unlock the lower cabinets in case anyone needs alcohol with their lunch. Rachel can get it.”

Kendra looked at her a moment. “That could work, though what I’ll do with Andy gone all day, I don’t know. Lacey says we have seven more check-outs and six check-ins.”

“I’m thinking once the inspector is gone, you’ll be free and once the lunch rush is done, Rachel will be free, so I can fill in in between and I’m sure we can get through the next couple hours. Where’s Wade?”

Kendra rolled her eyes. “He’s at the dentist. Not sure when he’s going to come back.”

“Finally getting that sore tooth checked out?”

Kendra stood and headed for the door. “Yeah. You’d think he was going in for major surgery. For a man who’s ridden a bucking bronco, he can be a wuss sometimes.”

Adriana followed Kendra out into the lobby. “I’ll head up.”

Kendra nodded but was already talking to Lacey.

Her boss would never say anything, but in conferring with Lacey, Adriana had figured out the vandalism last summer and the fire in October had seriously cut into the financial plan of the resort. They were supposed to have had more help by now. She sincerely hoped this busy season would be the boost Kendra needed to get over the hump.

After commandeering a golf cart, she drove down the path, across the wooden bridge and up the other side of the canyon in record time.

She’d worn an off-the-shoulder white blouse, her tan stretch gaucho pants and her brown cowboy boots today. Her straw cowboy hat completed the look. Her hair was already pulled back in a neat ponytail, so hopefully the inspector wouldn’t get a bad impression.

It would be an interesting afternoon with them all juggling each other’s jobs. Wade and Kendra usually filled in for sick employees, so she understood her boss’ stress. Besides, who better to handle a male inspector than herself?

In no time, she’d flirted and engaged the older man, who seemed to be pretty curious about the resort anyway. She wouldn’t be surprised if he showed up as a guest one day. They had lots of important people stay at Poker Flat because it was hidden away and the only photos allowed were those taken with permission. From what Lacey said, that was typical for nudist resorts.

After dropping off the inspector, she took over the bar. The stress was kind of fun, keeping her on her toes as she made drinks, flirted with guests and drove up to the garage a couple times. By late afternoon, everything had calmed down. Wade had returned, the inspector was gone, very impressed with Selma’s kitchen, and she only had a few people at the outdoor bar.

“Adriana, how about another p-pina colada?” Patti, the swinger from the night before, stepped up to the bar.

“Of course. Anything else?”

“Can I get a kiss with that?”

She laughed. Generally she didn’t do more than flirt while on shift, but since most of the guests were out at the pool and the only ones at the bar were the swingers, she just might.

“Here you go, Patti.” She plunked down the cold, icy drink with a pineapple garnish.

Patti pouted as she took a sip. “And what about my k-kiss?”

“It will cost extra.” She winked.

The slightly inebriated woman practically purred. “I’m willing to p-pay.”

Adriana leaned over the bar, wrapped her hand around Patti’s neck and kissed her. She slipped her tongue between the woman’s lips and tasted the cold, sweet, creamy citrus of the drink. With a quick sweep of her tongue, she dominated the woman’s mouth then quickly exited. The lack of turn-on concerned her.

Patti grinned. “Now I’m addicted.”

Her husband pulled her against him. “And I’m jealous. My turn?” He wiggled his brow.

Adriana laughed to cover up her unease. “Not a chance. Save it for after dark. I’m on the clock.”

“Adriana.”

The hard tone of the voice had her turning. Wade stood at the entrance to the bar, frowning. The kiss wasn’t that bad.

Wiping her hands on the bar towel, she turned away from her customers and walked over. “What’s up?”

“Kendra wants to talk to you. I’ll watch the bar.”

That didn’t sound good. “Okay.” She lifted the bar top by Wade and slid out while he moved in. Either she’d screwed up something with the inspector or Kendra had a big problem.

Adriana picked up her pace as she headed into the main building. Out of habit, she glanced at the indoor bar. It was neatly buttoned up. If she’d screwed up, she’d fix it. She loved Poker Flat and respected Kendra. Hell, she’d been partly responsible for Wade and Kendra getting together. If there was anything she could do to help, she would.

She waved to Lacey who was helping a few guests, but Lacey’s look told her things were not good. Damn.

She’d taken Kendra up on her offer to work at the resort because she was bored at the bordello. It certainly hadn’t been a pay raise. But it hadn’t taken her long to enjoy the unique vibe Kendra had created. All the staff were misfits and Adriana felt at home. There was no judgment, which was a good thing because she was not ashamed of her bordello days. She’d been damn good.

Now she was a damn good bartender and for the first time in her life, she felt like she had a real home, family, community that fit her perfectly.

She reached Kendra’s closed door and knocked.

“Come in.”

Opening it, she found her boss at her small round table off to the side with a couple of guests. She recognized them from the day before. She’d served them drinks at happy hour. “You needed me.”

Kendra nodded. “Yes. The Blanchettes have come to me with a complaint I’m hoping you can shed some light on.”

“Did I screw up on your drinks yesterday?” Her mind whizzed back. One high-end gin with tonic and a margarita, no ice.

Mrs. Blanchette flushed. “Hardly. Why did you call my husband this afternoon?”

“Huh? I didn’t call him.” She looked at Kendra. Did the man have a lady on the side and decide to blame it on her? She wasn’t having any of that. “I’ve been running around like a crazy person between the golf cart rides, tending bar and the inspector.”

The wife in her early forties glared at her. “That doesn’t mean you couldn’t make a phone call. Were you trying to get him to come out and meet you late at night while I was asleep?”

The husband touched his wife on the arm, probably hoping to calm her but it had the opposite effect. She whisked her arm away and stood to face Adriana.

The woman looked at her like she was the scum of the earth. “Just because you can’t hold on to a man of your own, doesn’t give you the right to come after someone else’s.”

What the fuck? “Listen, lady, I have no f—”

“Mrs. Blanchette, what made you think it was Adriana who called your husband?” Kendra’s voice sounded pretty reasonable to her.

“You mean besides the fact she throws herself at every male guest here?”

The fucking bitch. She did no such thing. She was ultra-careful of that and was about to say so, but Kendra gave her the look that said to keep her mouth shut.

“When I asked who was calling, she chuckled and said it was Adriana.” The woman nodded as if that sealed the deal.

Kendra didn’t show any expression, which just added to Adriana’s frustration. This was bullshit. It reminded her of eighth grade when the popular girls tried to pin crap on her because she was so much prettier than they were. Half the time it worked, but she was an adult now and she’d be damned if she’d let anyone accuse her of something she didn’t do.

“Adriana, you can wait for me in the office.” Kendra lifted an eyebrow, which made it clear she expected to be obeyed.

She bristled. “Gladly. But just so you know, if I were to go behind the back of a spouse, male or female, I certainly wouldn’t tell the spouse my name. I’m not that stupid.”

She ignored the gasp of the wife and stormed out of Kendra’s office, too angry to watch where she was going. She’d made it to the lobby, almost bumping into a guest before she recognized where she was. “Damn.” Turning back, she strode into the office behind the reception desk and flopped down in a chair at the table.

She’d probably just made Kendra’s job all that much worse, but she’d be damned if she’d be accused of sleeping with a husband behind a wife’s back. Her normal mode of operation was to do both, not one.

Did she have sex with guests when invited? Yes. Was she into different kinds of kink? Yes. But she damn well never went behind anyone’s back and never let it interfere with her job.

Her gut tightened like she’d been punched. She’d never do anything to jeopardize Poker Flat.

Lacey poked her head in, her lavender-checked blouse making her look like an innocent cowgirl. “Hey, are you okay?”

The last thing Adriana needed was sympathy. “I’m fine. That bitch in there is the one with the fucking problem.”

“Shhh.” Lacey looked anxiously at the closed door. “I know. I was flabbergasted when they came to the desk. I ushered them back to Kendra right away. I didn’t want anyone else hearing their accusations.”

She stared hard at her friend. “Do you believe her?”

“Of course not.” Lacey took the chair next to her. “You don’t hide anything. Even if you wanted her husband, you would have just come out and propositioned them. That’s just who you are.”

Her stomach loosened a little at Lacey’s words. “But do you think Kendra will believe me?”

Lacey looked away. “Probably, but she’s got a bigger issue than believing you. If the Blanchettes go on the forums and start slamming this place because of what they think happened, we won’t recover. The nudist community is tight.”

“Motherfucker.” So if Kendra couldn’t convince the couple she was innocent, she’d be fired in order to keep the resort open. That sucked.

Lacey grasped her shoulder. “Don’t worry. We’ll figure this out.”

“And if we don’t, I guess I’ll just have to leave.” She shrugged. She’d been dealt worse blows in life. But the possibility still had her eyes smarting.

“No!” Lacey leaned forward and hugged her.

Freakin-a, she couldn’t handle a Lacey hug right now. She wanted it too much. She disentangled herself from her friend. “Give a girl some room to breathe. Don’t you have work to do or something?”

Lacey’s eyes widened and she leaned back to check the front desk. She faced Adriana again. “Nope.”

Great. “Did I tell you we need two bags of limes, a case of swizzle sticks and do you think you can order me some new bar towels? A few of them are getting pretty ratty-looking.”

Lacey frowned. “No, you didn’t tell me that. I just sent the order out. Let me see if I can add to it.” Lacey stood in a flurry of white skirt and breezed through the door to the reception desk.

That worked like a charm. Now if she could just distract herself as easily as she distracted Lacey, she’d be in good shape. She should be out there tending bar, not sitting in a back room like she was in some kind of time out. If Kendra didn’t come back in within the next five minutes, she was going back to work.

People’s voices in the hallway caught her attention. She stood and moved closer to the door. From the tone, it sounded like Kendra had soothed the ruffled feathers of the guests. Good.

She walked back to the table and sat. What she’d like to know is why they were ruffled in the first place. Maybe the husband was fooling around with another woman and she used a staff name to deflect suspicion.

Hmm, that had to be it.

The door to the staff room opened and Kendra walked in.

“So, what’s the real story?”

Her boss shook her head. “It’s not good.”

“What?” She stood. “I didn’t do it.” Her heart had gone into overdrive and she fisted her hands on her hips as she glared at Kendra.

“I know that.” Kendra waved her aside, like that wasn’t important. But it was to her.

“Sit. We need to talk.”

“I don’t want to sit or talk. I need to get back out to the bar.”

Kendra was unmoved. Instead, she sat in the chair recently vacated by Lacey. “You can’t go out to the bar. You are on vacation for a week.”

“What? No, I’m not. You don’t have enough staff for that.”

“Yes, you are because if you go out there within the next week, the Blanchettes will post about your indiscretion in all the forums.”

“Wait. My indiscretion? I didn’t fucking do anything.” Why was it that no one would listen to her? It was like she was invisible.

Kendra sighed. “I know that. You know that. Heck, the whole staff, once they hear of this event, will know you didn’t do it. But the fact is, someone did call Mrs. Blanchette and they used your name. That is the only proof the Blanchettes, who don’t know diddly about you, need.”

Fuck. She paced to the other side of the room, one hand on her hip. “So why the forced vacation?”

“They agreed not to mention the event publically, if I put you on probation.” Kendra held up her hand. “Wait. Hear me out. I told them I would do one better and force you to take a week off with no pay so you could think about your actions.”

She fisted her hands, trying desperately not to hit anything. The urge to break something was strong.

“I also gave them three more nights for free. My hope is that while you are on ‘vacation’ whoever called Mr. Blanchette will call again, making it obvious it can’t be you.”

“Um, what does my being on vacation have to do with a call? People can call from anywhere.”

Kendra suddenly found her jean-clad thigh fascinating and appeared to pick at a speck of whatever.

She didn’t like it. “What aren’t you telling me?”

“I told them I would confiscate your phone.”

“Fuckin-a. I’m not a teenager who slipped out of her room at night and used Daddy’s car. You’re forgetting I didn’t do anything wrong here.”

Kendra’s poker face fell and she sighed. “I know. I’m just trying to save Poker Flat and keep you on staff at the same time. Maybe that’s not possible.”

Dread at the prospect of Poker Flat closing or having to leave had the steam in her veins cooling. It infuriated her that someone had used her as their cover, but the last thing she wanted was to be the downfall of the resort. “Fine. But for the record, this blows.”

At the relief in Kendra’s face, her gut told her she’d done the right thing, but it still sucked…and it hurt.
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Hunter strode toward the bar, his first step once starting his shift. He wanted to talk to Adriana and find out if she would be able to determine if anything was missing in her car. The mystery of the break-in had him anxious to get to work.

It was still early, the Arizona sky splashing a few purples and reds across the Sonoran Desert. The inside lights of the main building were just discernable through the tinted glass windows.

He heard laughter in the bar area and quickened his step. As he turned the corner, he slowed. Kendra was tending bar. As far as he knew, she only filled in when employees were sick. Did Adriana’s whip cuts become infected? He should have insisted on checking them the other night.

Despite his hatred for alcohol, he stepped up to the bar and waited for Kendra to finish with a guest. It was the same foursome from the other night. The tiny blonde woman teetered a bit as she took her wineglass with her, her husband keeping her from a serious face plant.

Hunter ground his teeth as a familiar burn started in the pit of his stomach.

“Do you need something, Hunter?”

He snapped his gaze away from the inebriated guest. “Is Adriana okay?”

Kendra sighed and that in itself sent sirens going off in his head.

“She’s pretty upset.” She leaned in and kept her voice low. “I had to put her on mandatory vacation.”

He stared at her. “What exactly is that and why?”

Kendra glanced toward a couple walking up the path toward the bar. “I’ll have to tell you later.” In an instant, she was chatting with the two people.

But as Hunter watched, he could see the stiffness behind Kendra’s smile and she leaned onto one hip, something he’d noticed she did when she was not comfortable.

He moved his gaze toward the guests. They ordered drinks and waited, but they didn’t chat or even look at each other. When he’d seen them a couple days ago they acted like two twenty year olds instead of a couple married for twenty years. Probably an argument.

He stepped away from the bar and strode back the way he’d come. The guest casitas could wait. He wanted to know what the hell was going on with Adriana.

It didn’t take him long to reach her casita and without hesitation, he knocked on the door.

“I’m coming. Please don’t leave. This solitary confinement is for the fucking birds.” A crash sounded inside and he had to tap down his instinct to bust in the door. It wasn’t as if she was some kind of criminal, but if she was scrambling to hide a guest, Kendra would be pissed.

More shuffling sounds came from inside. “Just had to throw something on.”

He almost grinned at that. Since when?

Finally, the door was yanked open.

“Oh my God. Thank you.” Adriana jumped onto him, her legs wrapping around his waist as her arms encircled his neck.

Before he could figure out what she was grateful for, she’d pressed her lips against his and thrust her tongue into his mouth.

Every nerve in his body ignited and he grasped her against him. He captured her tongue with his own and swept through her mouth, tasting a bite of lemon and inhaling her fresh sage scent.

Adriana pulled back and looked at him with full-on lust. “Hi.”


Chapter Five
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Every part of his body wanted to back Adriana against the outside wall and take her right there. He swallowed and forced himself to focus. “Something’s wrong.”

She frowned before dropping her legs to stand, but she didn’t back away. “You can say that again.”

He didn’t move. He couldn’t. If he did, he’d be ripping her clothes off like an animal. He focused on his breathing, in and out, keeping his in-take even with his out-take while ignoring his hard cock.

“Some stupid bitch accused me of sleeping with her husband.” She let go of his neck and placed her hand on her hip. “As if I was that desperate.” She raised her other hand and snapped her fingers. “I can have my pick of those who are free to indulge. Why would I go behind some wife’s back to sleep with her husband?”

“For the challenge?” He purposefully incited her. Something in his masculine brain wanted to see her out of control. Maybe to retaliate for making him almost lose his own.

Her eyes turned to slits before she wrinkled her nose and spat on the ground. Then she thrust her chin up at him. “I have standards. I’m not a home wrecker. I don’t submit. I don’t ever put Poker Flat at risk. You got that?” She rose on her toes to get in his face.

He barely kept his lips from quirking up. “Got it.”

She scowled at him a moment longer before she stepped back. “I’m under house arrest.”

“What?” That didn’t make sense.

She threw her hands up. “I might as well be. I’m not allowed to go back to work for a week.”

“Kendra believed the guest?” He found that difficult to swallow. He didn’t know his boss very well, but from what he knew, she was very protective of her staff.

Adriana’s face softened. “No, she didn’t, but she had to do something or this couple could say nasty things about the resort, which would keep anyone from ever coming here again.”

He doubted one disgruntled customer could do that much damage, but he was no expert on the nudist community. Shit, he hadn’t even known there was such a community until his old high school buddy, Dale, asked him to apply at Poker Flat.

“And as if being off work for a week for something I didn’t do wasn’t punishment enough, Kendra confiscated my phone. The bitch claimed I called her husband. All you have to do is look at my outgoing calls and they could easily see I didn’t call, but Kendra had to pacify the customer.” Adriana crossed her arms over her ample chest. “I haven’t talked to anyone since this afternoon.” She pouted in an effort to enlist sympathy, but her full lips were far too sexy to make that work.

To him it was more of an invitation to take off her clothes and he was on duty. If there was one thing therapy had done for him, it was teach him how to refocus. “Your car was broken into.”

Adriana’s eyes widened before she let out a yell. “Yes! I knew it.”

Her whole body relaxed, which had his lips itching to smile. Most women would be devastated. “Do you think you could tell if anything was taken?”

She gave him a seductive look. “You bet I can. I know every item that’s in that car. It’s my organized mess. It helps to keep my casita clean. Can’t stand clutter.”

He raised an eyebrow in disbelief. “What about the rabies tag?”

Her face softened, her brows drawing together. “That was Lady’s. I keep it under the driver’s seat.”

The expression was so unusual on her that he had to ask. “Lady?”

She looked away. “She was my dog. A sweet little terrier who didn’t mind wearing a pink bow once in a while. A client had given her to me as partial payment. I didn’t want her at first, but the silly thing seemed to live for my every glance. It was the oddest relationship, but we got along fine.”

He had to ask. “What happened to her?”

Adriana, lost in her memories, appeared startled, but she covered it up with a shrug. “She died. They only live so long.”

Her reaction was forced indifference. She’d loved that dog. He didn’t say anything, processing this surprising information. She was far more complicated than she first appeared. He’d bet most people didn’t realize exactly how complicated or how intelligent the woman was.

Eventually, she put her hand on her hip and caught his gaze. “So now that we know my car was broken into, what do we do?”

“That depends, was anything taken?”

“No.” She scrunched her nose. “I can’t believe they went to the trouble of breaking into my car and didn’t take anything. Not a single receipt was missing. Even my bullets were still in the glove compartment.”

He wanted to ask more about that, but as it wasn’t relevant to the issue at hand, he moved on. “That could be because someone was interrupted before they could take something or because they just wanted to see if they could get in so they could come back another time when they thought it would be safe to steal it.”

“I would be devastated if that car was stolen. It means a hell of a lot more to me than just a vehicle for driving around. That’s a symbol.”

Before he could clamp his mouth shut, he’d opened it. “Symbol of what?”

“My independence from my past.”

“You mean from the bordello? I had the distinct impression you enjoyed that job.”

She winked at him. “You bet I did. Though now that I’m here, I’m glad that part of my life is over. No, my car is older than that. I bought it a year after I started at Mrs. B’s. I bought it outright. Cash.”

Adriana’s eyes sparkled in the dim light of her outside light, her energy reaching across the feet that separated them to make him feel her thrill.

“Once I’d done that, I knew I could leave anytime I wanted. It also symbolized my ability to have and do whatever I wanted in life. That’s why it was so easy to leave when Kendra offered me the job. I didn’t owe Mrs. B anything.”

“Did she try to force you to stay?”

Adriana laughed. “No, nothing like that. She more or less begged and cajoled me to stay because after ten years I was her most profitable girl.” She grinned in pure feminine satisfaction. “But it was time to move on.”

He found himself nodding, as if he could possibly understand what it was like to be a prostitute who left a bordello. He stopped. It had to be her refreshing honesty. Every emotion or thought appeared on her face and in her words. Nothing was held back. He liked that.

A memory of his wife pretending to like the rodeo because he did came unbidden to his mind. She’d loved him so much, she’d have done anything he liked. It had taken him awhile to finally realize that. Too long. He hadn’t appreciated what he had.

“Would you like to come in? I could sure use the company. I promise not to attack you again…unless you want me to.” Adriana winked.

“I’m on patrol.” The words came out in a rush. “Thanks anyway.” He gave her a curt nod and strode off toward the next staff casita to make sure everything was okay, and not because he was running away.
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Adriana walked back into her casita. That man was a puzzle and she so wanted to put him together and find out what the answer was.

She turned off the television, the noise of having it on all day finally getting to her. Picking up her laptop, she flopped onto her love seat. She clicked it on and pulled up a game. Not working was driving her crazy. After killing a few monsters and getting into the secret passageway, she paused the screen.

If she had to be bored, the least she could do is have a drink with her boredom. After taking down a wineglass, she uncorked a new bottle of red wine and poured. It felt odd drinking alone. Whatever. It wasn’t like she had a choice.

Pushing the cork back into the bottle, she put it on the counter and walked back to her couch. She glanced outside, noticing the light shining from her living room onto her patio, just like it did with the guest casitas. Would Hunter come by again tonight to make sure all was safe?

Yes. He would.

Suddenly, the distraction of the game wasn’t enough. She could masturbate in the living room and watch for the telltale black cowboy boots to show up. Just the image of that had her body sensitized. But as she let the fantasy play out in her mind, it wasn’t as exciting as it used to be.

Because now she wanted him. She’d felt the hard muscle of his body when she’d jumped onto him. It could have been anyone at her door, but riding his waist had sparked fireworks inside her. He hadn’t even taken a step back as she threw herself into his arms. The man was a hunk.

He did want her. At least his kiss said he did. Of course he did. She was hot. And how long had it been since he’d been with a woman? Her gut told her not since before he arrived at Poker Flat last October.

MacKenzie was an amazon and just as hard bodied. It was doubtful those two had sex. They were more like comrades in arms. She grinned at the thought.

Why not? She and Hunter were consenting adults. It’s not like she wanted a relationship. Those were way too sticky. As the idea grew, the more convinced she was that it was a perfect ending to a boring day.

Jumping up, she sauntered into her room. Now what to wear? Nothing frilly for him. She prided herself on reading men’s likes. No, Hunter would like casual sexy, which fit her perfectly.

Pulling off her yoga pants, she wiggled into a pair of cut off, denim shorts, nothing underneath. Something simple for a top. A red, no-sleeve button-down that tied beneath her breasts would work. She looked at herself in her full-length, three-way mirror. One more thing.

Grabbing up a clip, she twisted her long hair up like she did when bartending and stuck the clip in it. Slightly messy. Perfect. She gave herself a sultry smile.

Oh yeah, she would be getting some tonight.

She pulled on a pair of short socks and her cowboy boots that made her legs look awesome. Jumping up from her bed, she grabbed her lock pick from her jewelry box. She paused. Last time he’d been pretty pissed she was in his casita. But what was she supposed to do, sit in a chair outside?

No way, but she could prepare him. Turning the light off in her bedroom, she moved back into the living room to her desk against the far wall. She pulled out a piece of scrap paper with an expired coupon for twenty-five percent off a vibrating anal wand and with a red marker she drew the female symbol intersecting with the male symbol. That should give him a hint.

She laughed, thrilled with her plan of action. Now all she needed to do was wait until the early hours of the morning. She didn’t know much about Hunter, but he was definitely a cowboy, which meant he wouldn’t leave his job one minute before it was done. It hadn’t taken long to figure that out.

Maybe she could make him that breakfast she’d suggested the other morning.

Adriana busied herself with packing up breakfast ingredients, snacks, sex toys and condoms in between playing games and fantasizing. When two o’clock finally rolled around, she grabbed her basket of goodies and turned out the lights.

After locking her casita, she walked past two others before coming to Hunter’s. With expert finesse, she unlocked his door and stuck the sign on the outside before closing the door and relocking it. Once she’d put all the cold stuff in the fridge, she sat on his couch to wait.

Just a few more hours and he would be coming home. Her imagination started to go wild.
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Hunter filled in Mac on what had happened with Adriana. They also took turns patrolling the garage. After what Adriana had told him about her car, he didn’t want anything else to happen to it.

The woman intrigued him. She was very honest in her immediate reactions, but there was another layer to her he hadn’t expected. He probably should have. Everyone had a past.

He grunted as his own rose up to choke him. Forcing it away from his thoughts, he strode to his casita. The sun had yet to come up, the sky just barely starting to lighten. It wasn’t much past five, but Selma had already opened the kitchen and Jorge was feeding the horses.

Kendra had closed the bar by one, which had left only one casita active for most of the night. When the foursome saw him, they’d asked him to ask Adriana to come down. He should have passed along the message, but he hadn’t. He didn’t know why, but it was probably better. Adriana had enough crap to handle between her car and the angry guest.

As he approached his home, a paper fluttered against the door. Curious, he pulled out his flashlight since the predawn light had yet to make it to that side of his casita. He stared at the symbols.

“Adriana.” His cock jerked. “Shit.” She’d picked his lock again.

He didn’t move to open the door. She was inside and he was off work. Was there any reason not to take what she offered?

If it had been anyone else, the answer would have been not a chance, but Adriana was different. Sex was given freely and often, no strings attached. That’s the part that was unusual. Sex meant something to women. To Adriana, it meant pleasure and no more.

His cock hardened. It knew sex with her would be good. It was a basic animal need, that’s all.

Even as the possibility enticed his body, Julie clung hard to his heart.

Everything feminine, sweet, innocent and loyal was embodied in his late wife. She would have made an amazing mother. They were supposed to grow old together and teach their grandchildren how to ride.

Doubt crept through his dreams of what should have been. Could they have found that peace after he came home the second time?

He stood three feet from his door and stared at the drawing fluttering slightly as the temperature started to change and sent small disturbances through the air. It had been hard returning after the first tour. It had taken him almost six months to readjust to being around Julie after seeing the horrors that were the reality on the other side of the globe.

This tour had been far worse. If she hadn’t been in the accident, could they have had the future they’d dreamed of, or had he already killed it and didn’t know it? Was her accident and subsequent death a blessing in disguise?

“No.” He grabbed the paper and ripped it down. Julie deserved to live and in death continued to be an angel.

Unlocking his door, he strode in, ready to boot Adriana out. What right did she have to come into his space? Into his head?

He didn’t turn on the light as he silently let himself in. Instead, he used his flashlight. Maybe if he scared her, she’d get the message.

He assumed she’d be in his bedroom and headed that way when he caught sight of her on the couch. She was asleep, curled up to fit on the love seat.

He moved the light to reflect off the title floor. Even in sleep the woman looked sexy, as if she beckoned him to enjoy her charms.

Had she always had this aggressive sexual demeanor? What would that have been like when she was a teenager? Did men approach her? Even as his gut answered yes, his mind rebelled at what might have occurred. Were all women jealous of her like the guest wife? How did she make female friends? Or did she?

Better yet, why should he care? Fuck.

He turned off the flashlight and strode into his room. He shouldn’t be thinking of Adriana and what her life was like. The woman wanted sex and a lot of it and right now she happened to want him.

She had a past. Who didn’t, but she was just a coworker. Nothing more.

Stripping, he threw his clothes on the bench at the end of his bed and lay down. He needed to stop thinking of having sex with her. It wasn’t going to happen. He was at Poker Flat to protect the staff, not fuck them. He wasn’t going to start screwing up Adriana’s life too.

Closing his eyes, he rolled onto his side, focused on the image of the last sunset and took deep, even breaths.

Eventually, he drifted off…and the dreams began.

“Sargent Hunter. Please come with me.”

“But my wife will be waiting for me.”

The corporal refused to meet his eyes.

They had to let him see Julie. It had been over a year since he’d been home, but his training wouldn’t be denied and he followed the corporal away from the terminal exit and into an airline lounge.

“Major Swanson will be right out.” The corporal disappeared.

He looked at his phone. Julie knew he’d arrived in Phoenix. She’d be anxiously watching every passenger from his plane, her eyes lighting when a uniform walked out of the A gates and into the main terminal only to be disappointed when it wasn’t him.

Hunter glanced at the door he’d just come through. Whatever it was, the Army could wait. They knew where to find him. He stepped toward the exit when the door opened and a major he’d never met before walked in. He stood at attention and saluted.

“At ease, sergeant. I know you are anxious to see your wife, but she’s not here. We have a car waiting to take you to Van Buren Memorial Hospital where she’s receiving the best care possible.”

“What? What are you talking about? I just talked to my wife when I changed planes in Chicago. I think you have me mixed up with someone else.”

The major studied him. “Your wife is Julie McKade, isn’t she?”

His heart tripped, making it hard to breathe as a wave of fear froze his blood. “Yes.”

The major put his hand on his shoulder. “I’m sorry, son.” His mind refused to listen. “There was an accident…a tractor trailer…drunk driver…coma…” The words blurred as pain ricocheted through him.

“No.” He shook his head. “No. No. No!” he lashed out, fighting off the major and others as they tried to restrain him. No. Not Julie, his life, his love, his reason for making it home.

The scent of sage and linen filled his nostrils, softening the edges of his dream. The harsh lines of glass and steel rounded into saguaro cacti and mesquite trees. Warmth, not cold, recycled air, permeated his back and the image of an old withered male face was replaced with laughing brown eyes and enticing lips. Silky soft hair brushed against his shoulder, soothing the tension in his muscles.

Gentle arms wrapped around him, held him tight. He sank into the peace that filled his senses, luxuriating in it like the warm therapy tub he’d used to recover in, letting it seep into every part of his being. He greedily took it in, his soul thirsty for comfort and relief.
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Adriana held on to Hunter until his breathing returned to normal and the steel-hard tension of his body finally relaxed. Then she continued to hold him, still baffled by her own actions.

When his yell woke her, she was disoriented, having forgotten where she was for a moment. At first her ego kicked her hard for being somewhere she wasn’t wanted, just before she started scolding herself for falling asleep. But when another yell and an agonized groan came from Hunter’s bedroom, she was compelled to check on him.

Whatever the dream was about, it was a bad one. A faded memory from her childhood pushed its way past her blockade, forcing her to acknowledge a time when her beautiful but spineless mother had eased her fear by cocooning her in bed.

Hoping it would help, she crawled onto Hunter’s bed, still clothed, of all things, and held on to him, pressing herself against his back, her arm wrapped around his waist. He started to calm immediately, which made her feel inordinately pleased with herself.

Damn, she’d never been in bed with a man this long and remained fully clothed. Though she’d usually view that as a failure on her part, she didn’t feel that way at all. She felt good that she’d been able to help him calm down. Maybe she’d scared the nightmare away.

She liked that idea. Adriana. Nightmare Slayer. She silently chuckled. Looked like she had another talent she could add to her list.

Hunter’s breathing grew deep, as if he hadn’t truly slept in months. Maybe sleeping during the day didn’t agree with him. She glanced toward the window where the blinds were closed tight. Still, she could see the sun had risen over the high ground and light would soon be beating down on the resort within the old ravine.

She was loath to leave his side. She liked holding him. There was more male in his body than in any three she’d slept with since coming to Poker Flat. She’d never comforted a man before. She’d given out her fair share of hugs at Mrs. B’s, especially to Lynzie. That poor girl had wanted a child so bad and every time she didn’t conceive, it was another bout of tears.

But a man? Men didn’t need comfort. They just bulldozed their way through life like they pounded themselves between her legs. Even her father, while lying in a puddle of blood, still managed to shoot off his gun, refusing to admit he was dying.

She blinked at the memory and shoved it aside. Hunter’s past was slowly becoming an addiction and without any work to occupy her, she needed to figure it out or go crazy.

Slowly, she lifted her arm and forced herself to move away. She stood and stared at the naked man who had been her fantasy. His back was a mass of muscles with definition standing out even in their resting position. His hard white ass appeared sculpted from marble and the backs of his thighs held shadowed lines, emphasizing how taut they were.

But below his thighs his perfection ended. Scars were everywhere, as if he’s been on the barrel end of a shotgun. The other place he had his fair share of scars was the back and top of his head. No wonder the man wore his hair so short and kept his cowboy hat on all the time. It looked like Picasso had etched a painting on his head. Another puzzle piece.

He lay on his left side, but his right arm had a few tattoos. She loved tattoos. Had one herself. One of Hunter’s tattoos was a name. Beyond curious, she leaned on the bed and looked at it closer. It was a name.

Julie.

Hmm, ex-wife or girlfriend? He definitely hadn’t had any woman with him at Poker Flat and since he lived in his casita, that meant he was single. She stood straight again. Perfect. That meant he was definitely for the taking.

But not now. As much as she wanted to ride him like a cowgirl should, his deep sleep, which she took complete credit for, wasn’t something she wanted to disturb. Maybe this evening before he had to go to work.

Quietly, she left the room and headed for the door, still baffled that she was letting a hunky naked man sleep. She grabbed up her cowboy hat and stilled. Did he not want to have sex because she was asleep or because he wasn’t interested?

She shook her head. What was she thinking? Of course he was interested. He was just being a cowboy. Too damn polite. Opening the front door, she looked back toward his room and blew him a kiss. “Later, cowboy.” She closed the door quietly and turned.

Lacey stood there staring at her with wide eyes, a to-go package in her hands.

She put her hand out to stop her friend. “He’s sleeping. Don’t disturb him.”

Lacey’s brow furrowed. “I wasn’t looking for Hunter. I was looking for you.”

“You found me.” She grinned. “Oh, is that for me? If it is, I love you and will forever.” She strode toward Lacey, smelling the air as she moved closer.

Lacey glanced back at Hunter’s casita, so Adriana took advantage of her distraction and took the package from her before heading for her own place.

“Adriana, wait.”

“Uh-uh, this feels warm and smells like one of Selma’s breakfast burritos. I’m not waiting for anyone.”

Lacey caught up with her just as she unlocked her door.

“I hope this was meant for me because if this was yours, you’re going to have to get another.” Selma rarely allowed staff to take to-go boxes because she felt strongly that they should “break bread” together.

Lacey followed her inside. “No, that was for you. I was hoping to cheer you up, but it appears you are already pretty happy with yourself.”

At the perturbed tone in her friend’s voice, she paused halfway through opening the container on her kitchen counter. “What? Because I was at Hunter’s? There’s no policy saying staff can’t have sex with each other.”

Having put that to rest, she pulled a fork from the drawer and dug into the spicy egg concoction.

“It’s not always about policy, Adriana. Sometimes it’s about being sensitive to others.”

She stilled, the food an inch from her mouth. “What do you mean, sensitive?”

Lacey dropped onto a stool across from her. “Like having a little compassion. Geeze, the man just lost his wife a little over a year ago. I doubt he’s in any shape to have a relationship.”

His wife died? She put down her fork, the food untouched. Multiple feelings swirled through her, none of them good. “Who said I wanted a relationship? You know me better than that.”

“That’s just the thing. I doubt the guy wants just sex. How must he feel?”

A knot formed in her stomach. “He’s a man. If he lost his wife I’ll bet some meaningless sex is just what he needs.”

Lacey clasped her hands in front of her, a sure sign she was really bothered.

“Listen, hon, don’t worry. I didn’t have sex with Hunter. I just cuddled with him a bit, which helped him sleep.”

Lacey’s eyes grew wide. “Don’t lie to me. I’m not stupid and you don’t have to protect me. I thought you realized that last time we went lingerie shopping together.”

She couldn’t help her grin. It had been fun watching her sweet friend try on some wild lingerie, Lacey’s one fetish, but the questions from Whisper, Lacey’s friend, had Adriana laughing out loud even while relating the stories to guests weeks later.

“Lacey, I’m not lying to you. I’d never do that with you. The fact is, I went over to Hunter’s to seduce him but fell asleep and believe it or not, he didn’t wake me up.” She didn’t feel the need to tell Lacey about the nightmare he’d had. “When I woke, I cuddled with him for a while. But he was in such a deep sleep, I didn’t have the heart to wake him.”

Lacey studied her. “I’m sorry. It was just a little hard to believe.”

“I know. I’m still shocked myself.” She winked then dipped her fork into her breakfast again.

“I feel so bad for him.” Lacey paused to watch her take her first mouthful and moan. “You know, I didn’t care for him at first, but when Kendra hired him, I knew there must be a reason.”

Lacey may not let her see Hunter’s profile, but it appeared she was open to talking about him. “You mean in addition to the fact he does a damn good job and moves around this resort so quietly even the desert mice don’t realize he’s there?”

Lacey smiled. “Yeah, there is that.”

She took another bite of her breakfast, trying to appear casual when her stomach was so tight, she questioned whether she should be eating at all. “So what’s his story? I mean, everyone here is on their second chance.”

Lacey clasped her hands. “I think for him it is more just being able to function in civilian life. He went back to the police department, but things didn’t exactly work out. I think Dale tried to place him at a number of jobs, but as far as I know, this is the longest one he’s been at.”

She nodded as if she understood. Anything to keep Lacey talking.

“He has all kinds of medals from his service to our country, but to come home and find his wife was on life support must have been devastating.”

Adriana felt the mouthful of egg she just swallowed stick halfway down to her stomach. Crap. He must have been a mess. He had to have really loved his wife to have her name tattooed on his arm.

Love was something she knew nothing about and stayed very far away from.

The problem was, the more she learned about him, the more she wanted to know. But she was about sex, keeping it nice and clean. Maybe that’s why he didn’t take her up on her offer. He didn’t think he could have sex because she might want more.

“Adriana, what are you thinking?”

She shrugged. “I’m thinking maybe I can offer him exactly what he needs. A warm body to sink into and forget about his woes for a while. Just sex.”

“I don’t think he’s wired that way.” Lacey cocked her head, her look doubtful.

“Lacey, war changes people. All that blood and guts and killing.” She shivered just from saying the word blood out loud. “He may need a little hot sex to escape his misery and his celibacy.” She wiggled her brows.

Lacey moved off the stool. “You two are adults. You certainly don’t need me looking over your shoulder.”

“If—”

Lacey raised her hand. “No, I don’t want to watch. Cole is all I need, thank you.”

“And a little lingerie.” She winked. “What are you wearing today?”

Lacey used to blush around her, but she’d become more comfortable with the teasing. “The open nipple bra and crotchless panties. I’ll put the three-way clips on once I get home. Cole would kill me if I wore those to work.”

Adriana laughed. “I’m so proud of you. Just wait until you do wear a toy or two to work. You won’t be able to wait for Cole to strip.”

Lacey shook her head even as she moved to the door. “Nope. Toys aren’t my main thing, but some accessories now and then really heat things up for Cole.”

“Honey, what do you expect? The man is a freakin’ firefighter.”

Lacey laughed and let herself out.

The casita became too quiet and Adriana turned on the television to add some noise. Lacey had spilled a lot more about Hunter than expected, but then again, the easiest way to get Lacey to talk was to get her concerned about someone.

Adriana snorted. That Lacey felt the need to protect Hunter, a veteran, a former police officer, from her was silly. Hunter could take care of himself and if she had her way, he’d take care of her too, no strings attached, unless of course there were nipple clips at the end.


Chapter Six
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Hunter woke before the alarm. No surprise there, but something was wrong. The buzz next to his bed explained why he woke. Picking up his phone, he answered. “Hunter.”

“I need you to come to my office right now.” Kendra sounded furious. “We have a fucking security issue that could put this place under.”

“Be there in two.” He hung up and grabbed a clean pair of jeans. He felt strangely well-rested despite the fact the sun hadn’t set yet.

In two minutes, he was dressed and headed out the door, a mint in his mouth and a gun tucked into his pants. He strode straight to Kendra’s office, scanning the resort for trouble.

Maybe someone had stolen Adriana’s car after all, or maybe many cars. He glanced up at the garage but didn’t see any police lights, so he pulled the glass door of the main building open and headed for the employee hallway. Lacey was already gone and the front desk was left in muted lighting. Guests knew to call the service line and whoever had duty, usually Kendra or Wade, helped them out.

Kendra’s office door was closed so he knocked before he opened it and walked in.

Kendra and Wade were staring at her computer screen.

Wade glanced up. “Hunter. Come look at this.”

He stepped behind the desk and Wade moved over so he could see. On the screen was a picture of a man. His face was clear, but from the neck down it had been purposefully blurred. Still, he could make out it was an older man with a bit of belly lounging by the pool at the resort. “What am I looking at?”

“You are looking at Judge Landry. He spent the day here last weekend.”

“Okay.” He still wasn’t sure how this was a security breach.

Kendra hit the back button on her computer and the picture shrunk to a thumbnail size and next to it was a price along with his name. Even as he looked, the price next to the picture rose.

It didn’t take long to understand what was going on. “Someone is selling naked pictures of guests who would rather no one know they were here to the highest bidder.”

Kendra’s free hand curled into a fist as she worked the mouse with her other. “Not someone.” She clicked on the amount and the payment screen came up. She moved the cursor to the name where the money was being sent.

Adriana Perez.

Hunter gritted his teeth to keep an immediate denial from escaping. His gut told him this was bullshit. “Do you think Adriana is selling pictures of guests on the internet?”

Kendra looked at him like he had two heads. “What do you think?”

He tamped down his need to defend her. He’d examine that knee jerk reaction later. “The first thing we need to do is get that site down.” He had no doubt the resort would go under if it stayed live and word spread, which it would.

His need to stop that from happening just proved how much he’d already come to consider the resort home. It wasn’t much, but it was all he had. “I have a friend in…let’s just say I know someone who can get this site shut down immediately. Let me make a call.”

Kendra’s relief was palpable. “Thank you.”

He strode from the office and out the front door where the cell phone reception was best. He didn’t believe for one minute that Adriana was selling pictures. Someone wanted to make her life miserable.

Within minutes he’d talked to his friend in intelligence. A friend he’d made when he saved the man’s life on his first tour. Not only would he shut down the site, but do a little digging into who set it up and where they might be. Hunter reached for the door when Mac appeared.

“I just got the message we have a serious issue.”

He opened the door for her. “Yeah, I’m hoping I took care of the immediate threat, but you better come in.”

Once back in Kendra’s office, he walked behind her again. “Mac, take a look at this. Kendra, don’t change screens.”

Mac stepped up next to him. “What the hell?”

Kendra nodded. “That was my reaction.”

Hunter pointed to the top of the screen. “Take a screen shot. I want to examine this further, then refresh.”

Kendra did as instructed and a sad face came up with the words “We are having temporary difficulties.”

She snapped her head up to look at him. “So what does that mean? Will it come back up?”

“It means I have had the site shut down, but to those who were bidding, they will think they just need to wait for it to be fixed.”

“But it won’t go back up?”

He shook his head. “No, it won’t.” He stepped around to the front of the desk, the number of people behind it getting too crowded for him. “Where is Adriana?”

They all looked at him in surprise.

“You did call her to confront her about this, right?” He hated people going behind others’ backs.

Wade recovered first. “We can’t call her. Kendra has her cell phone.”

“I’ll go get her.” He wanted to tell her and see her reaction first. His gut told him this was too coincidental. He didn’t believe in coincidence and that belief had saved his life twice.

Kendra finally recovered and nodded. As he headed down the hall, he heard movement behind him. By the time he reached the front door, Mac had caught up.

She fell into step next to him. “You don’t think Adriana did this.”

“No. I don’t. Do you?”

She shook her head. “I don’t know her very well, but she doesn’t strike me as the type to sneak around. She’s just so…”

“Obvious?”

Mac grinned. “Yeah.”

Hunter slowed his step. “Can you cover the whole resort for an hour or so? I want to get to the bottom of this as soon as possible.”

“Sure. No problem. Let me know what you discover.”

“I will.” Hunter watched Mac head for the stable side of the resort. He liked that he could count on her if he needed to. Having a dependable comrade in arms was critical to survival…except this wasn’t survival.

He made himself continue to Adriana’s. Would he ever get out of military mode? Even if he did, the cop in him might never leave.

He hadn’t even reached the casita before Adriana came out.

“Where were you? You were supposed to still be asleep. I went over to make you dinner and you were already gone.”

He stopped in front of her, aware of her irritation at having her plans thwarted. He’d planned to tell her in her casita, but if his instinct was correct, outside might be better. “Kendra called me to come in early due to a serious security breach.”

Adriana put her hand on her hip and scowled. “It had better be really serious to wake you up early. You were in a deep sleep when I left you. It’s not right to call you in early.”

Her pique over his inconvenience surprised him. “It was very serious. Someone has posted naked photos of important people who have visited the resort and is selling them online.”

“What? They can’t do that! The resort will crumble back to the dust it came from. Oh my God, Kendra has got to be beside herself. We have to do something.” She started to walk past him as if she could fix everything immediately.

He wasn’t surprised. He grabbed a hold of her arm. “Wait. There’s more.”

Her eyes widened in dread, and she grabbed his arm in return. “Tell me.”

“The site shows you as the one selling them.”

Adriana’s eyes widened more even as her fingernails bit into his biceps. Her brows lowered before she opened her mouth. “Motherfucker!” She dropped his arm and stomped away but turned back to face him, her hand flying up in the air. “This is that fucking Dom’s doing. He’s getting back at me for his loss of control. He can’t go to any nudist resorts, so he wants to get me fired.”

Adriana took a second to take in more air. Her chest heaved with anger and her eyes were glittering dangerously. If it wasn’t such a serious issue, he’d be unable to resist fucking her right there on the ground. Shit, the woman was a walking temptation.

She glared at him. “Kendra knows I’m not behind this, right?”

He didn’t answer. He thought it might be the Dom as well, but Adriana could have other enemies. “Is there anyone else who may want to see you fired from this position, such as Mrs. B or an old client? What about other guests? The woman who accused you of sleeping with her husband?”

Adriana didn’t answer. She’d noticed he hadn’t answered her and even in the dying rays of the sun, he caught the flash of hurt in her eyes before she pulled herself together. “I think it’s the Dom, but it could be someone else. I did refuse to date a guy from town that I had a one-night stand with. He wanted more and started pestering me, but he stopped a couple weeks ago. All the guests this week, except that Mrs. Blanchette, have seemed friendly.”

At her mention of her one-night-stand, he tensed. He didn’t like the idea that her former lovers might come looking for her. “What about unruly guests at the bar?”

She flipped her hair over her shoulder. “I’ve only had three in the last three months and the next mornings they didn’t appear to hold a grudge that I had shut them off.”

His mind raced with possibilities. “Did any of them leave before you saw them again?”

Adriana squinted for a few seconds then looked at him again. “No. All three were here the next morning.”

That ruled that out. They probably wouldn’t find any good clues until his buddy in intelligence traced the site origin. In the meantime, Adriana had the right to have her say in front of her boss. “I don’t think we’ll solve this tonight, but you need to tell Kendra what you know.”

Adriana’s hands flew up. “I don’t know anything. That’s the problem.”

He nodded as he walked toward her. The urge to comfort rose hard, and he struggled to keep it at bay.

She looked into his eyes and her look of angry hopelessness was too much to ignore.

He pulled her face toward his and kissed her, hard. Instinct told him she wasn’t one to appreciate soft. His instinct was right. She wrapped her arms around his neck and pushed her tongue into his mouth, wrestling with his own.

Her taste filled his senses, chocolate, fruit and a flavor all her own, even as her scent enveloped him. She was all woman, sexy, curvy, and full of life.

The heat between them rose fast. His hand found her ass and he pushed her pelvis against his hardening cock, letting her know he wanted her. He grasped the silky strands of black hair and forced her to angle her face, allowing him better access to her mouth.

It was sexual anticipation and it felt good, right, hot. His body came alive to another level of feeling and need flooded him. Lust, pure and simple, moved him to leave her full lips and suck her neck, nibbling at the intoxicating skin.

He wanted her, here. Now. He sucked at the hollow where her neck met her shoulder and her nails dug into his back. A heady moan vibrated through her throat and into his ear.

He sucked harder, like a man whose life depended on hanging on to the dusky skin beneath his lips.

Movement in his peripheral vision had him letting up. He looked past the pulse that called to his dark side. Mac’s gaze met his for an instant before she continued her route by the staff casitas.

He could continue to feed the hunger inside, but his brain grappled with his lust and finally regained control. Carefully, he pulled Adriana upright and loosened his hold until she regained her own balance.

Stepping away, he looked her in the eye. “You need to talk to Kendra.”

She took a deep breath and nodded. “I do.” Stepping past him, she started for the main building.

He followed, ignoring the swing of her hips by keeping his gaze on the path ahead of her. He took deep breaths like they’d taught him, but his calm was only surface deep. It felt like he’d poked a hole in the dam holding his desire at bay and now the only thing keeping back the flood waters was one finger that itched to be free.

She didn’t wait for him to open the door at the main building, but instead marched straight down to Kendra’s office. Nor did she stop to knock before opening the door.

“You think I did that?” She pointed to the computer Kendra sat in front of.

Hunter felt a strange pride in Adriana for taking the offensive. He leaned against the doorframe to see how it played out.

Their boss stood. “What am I supposed to think? Your name is listed as the one taking in the money.”

Adriana strode straight up to the desk and put both hands on her hips. “Since when do I need fucking money?” She lifted a hand and pointed at Kendra. “And since when did you start doubting me?”

Kendra’s face changed to poker mode, but he recognized the shift in weight to her right side. She knew she’d screwed up. “I don’t want to believe it, but why would someone set you up?”

Adriana threw up her hands. “Oh, I don’t know. Maybe a jealous wife? Maybe an unhappy Dom? Maybe a drunk I rejected? It’s not like I’m an angel, but I’m smart enough to know which side my bread is buttered on. I don’t bite the hand that feeds me!” She slammed her hand down on the desk.

Kendra’s face cracked. “Shit, Adriana. What am I supposed to do here? Now I have two threats against Poker Flat because of you. If the resort goes under, everyone’s out of a job and the nudists are out a top-notch resort.”

Wade moved next to her. He sensed the same vulnerability Hunter did. Kendra was in a precarious position.

Adriana’s hands found her hips again. “So you want to fire me? After all I have supported you through? The threats to the opening? The owner requirement? Him?” Adriana lifted her chin to indicate Wade.

Kendra’s shoulders slumped and she gave a heavy sigh. “I know. I know. But someone wants you gone and they’re putting the resort on the line.”

Adriana stepped back. “I’ll make it easy for you. I don’t want to work for someone who doubts me. I’ll just leave.” She turned toward the door.

Hunter put up his hand and shook his head. “That won’t necessarily help unless we can determine that the person who put up that site knows what’s happening on the resort and how.”

“Wait.” Kendra stepped around her desk. “Are you saying someone here could be feeding information to someone beyond the resort?”

He nodded.

Adriana shrugged. “Doesn’t matter. I know when I’m not wanted.” She brushed by him, striding out the door, but he kept his eyes on Kendra.

Wade came up behind her and put his hands on her shoulders. “We’ll figure this out. We haven’t come this far to back down now.”

She turned her head. “I know. My heart says to do whatever it takes to keep Adriana, but my brain is being realistic. If the resort folds, where is everyone else going to go? Who’s going to hire a former madam as their cook? Or a former thief as their waitress? Or an accused arsonist to do their books? Of all my staff, Adriana is the mostly likely to land on her feet. If I fire her, the rest are safe. At least I hope.”

Hunter pushed off the doorjamb and shook his head. “If you fire Adriana, I walk. And I’ll bet I’m not the only one.”

Kendra’s eyes widened in surprise, but he ignored her look and left the room.
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Adriana lay naked on the lounge chair on her back patio, her eyes closed as her body soaked in the sun’s rays. She’d packed her kitchen and deserved a break. Kendra hadn’t fired her yet. She had no idea why, but it was probably only a matter of time. Maybe it was because she was still on “vacation” and there could be some rule against firing an employee while they were on vacation.

It didn’t really matter. It didn’t take a fortune teller to see she would be out of a job soon. She’d packed her living room the day after she and Kendra had it out. She’d tackle her bedroom tomorrow. That Kendra would sacrifice her for the resort hurt, even if she’d probably do the same in her shoes.

But that Kendra had doubted her stabbed far deeper, more than she expected. She’d grown soft living at Poker Flat, where everyone looked out for one another. She needed to figure out what she wanted to do next.

Lacey had come by again and brought her more breakfast. She and Selma still believed in her and wanted her to stay. That was something. But Kendra wasn’t completely convinced it was a setup. And who could blame her?

On one hand, Adriana was flattered her boss felt she couldn’t have pissed off anyone that much, but on the other, that Kendra could believe she’d put Poker Flat in jeopardy stung.

She took a sip of her beer then lay back and closed her eyes. It was weird drinking in the middle of the day while at Poker Flat. By now, she would have the bar open and be serving guests, watching them hang out in the pool, probably would have given Lacey a hard time at least once and made Andrew blush a few times.

It sucked being ostracized. She hadn’t even seen Hunter the last couple nights. She didn’t have the guts to break into his casita again. He’d given her a pretty serious warning about doing that when he’d checked on her after she stormed out of the office. He seemed pissed, so she’d held back. That he might think she’d put Poker Flat at risk bothered her. Then again, she had no clue what that man thought.

She would have liked to do some online shopping for new toys, but Kendra had insisted on taking her computer as well. “Just to keep anything else from happening.” But she wasn’t stupid. They were going to try to find out if her computer had been hacked. That was the only reason she was still at Poker Flat. The tiny hope they would figure it out.

She should probably go shopping tomorrow, before she went stir crazy and—

“Uh, Miss Perez?”

She opened her eyes to find Andrew staring at her. Now that was a boost to her bruised ego. She gave him a sultry smile. “Hi, Andy.” She bent one knee up and let it angle to the side a bit. As expected, his gaze left her breasts and riveted on her pussy.

This is what she needed, a little worship. “Did you need me for something?” She practically purred the words. She’d be happy to give the young man a blowjob right here just to have a little fun.

His Adam’s apple moved as he swallowed hard. “Um, not exactly. I was sent to give you a message.”

She grinned. The man couldn’t take his eyes from between her thighs. The urge to spread them wide was strong, but she’d never get the message if she did. “And the message is?”

“The people in casita number four wanted to know where you were. When I told them you were on vacation at your place on the resort, they asked me to tell you they were disappointed you haven’t stopped by the last two nights.”

Huh? That didn’t make sense. “How would I know to visit them?”

“They said they gave Hunter the message to give to you.”

Now that was interesting. She doubted Hunter forgot. Maybe he was mad at her, or maybe he didn’t get good vibes from the foursome. She couldn’t be sure which. They were a little pushy. “Was that all they wanted?”

Andrew drew in a breath. “No, they said for you to come over this afternoon. They have a surprise for you.”

Oh, now that sounded promising. It also would give her something to do with the rest of her day. Something pleasurable. Feeling a bit more like herself, she let her knee fall to the side, opening her pussy more to Andrew’s gaze.

The man took a deep breath and his hands fisted at his sides.

Glancing at his jeans, she could see an impressive bulge pushing at his zipper. “Andy, did you want to have a taste?” She moved her hand down toward the narrow slice of clipped hair that pointed to her sheath.

His head bobbed and he took a step forward, but then he halted. “Thank you, but I need to get back to work.”

Wow, the man was a cowboy through and through. Taking pity on him, she straightened her leg and crossed it. “Of course. Maybe some other time then.”

His gaze came up past her breasts this time and he gave her a grateful grin. “Yes, miss.” After tipping his hat, he climbed into the tan golf cart and drove back the way he came.

She couldn’t be sure if he was grateful for her invitation or that she had released her hold on him. What bothered her more was that she wasn’t even wet. After teasing a man like that and with the anticipation of oral sex, her juices should have been flowing.

Maybe a visit to casita number four was in order. If Hunter had reservations about them then hanging out during the day should be safe with so many people around. And if he was just mad at her, it served him right to take it on himself not to deliver a message.

Happy to have something to do, she jumped up and headed into her casita. The only problem would be disguising herself so none of the staff would recognize her. She may be on vacation, but being caught fraternizing with the guests after that bitch complained could get her in more trouble.

She’d have to go naked to pass as a guest, but her black hair and dove tattoo would be a dead giveaway. She must have something that could disguise her hair, maybe a bandana?

Thankfully, she hadn’t packed her bedroom yet. She opened her closet and turned on the light. Most of her clothes were sexy, but one side of her closet was specifically for sex, particularly sex play. Moving hangers one at a time didn’t help as all the clothing was too sexy. The cheerleader costume, Viking woman and demon were not going to fly on a nudist resort.

She glanced at the shelf above. “Oh, this could work.” She took down the box with the Viking wig. On top was a box labeled accessories. She might find something in there as well. Clipping her hair up, she pulled the wig out of the box and put it on.

“Oh please.” Two blonde braids made her look like an idiot. She’d never pass for a guest in that. She threw it back in the box. Hell.

She opened the accessories box. Now this had possibilities.

After rummaging through it, she pulled out three small hoops made to look like nipple and clit piercings, as well as a couple temporary tattoos. She’d put the rose on the side of her breast and the Celtic knot around her belly button.

She also pulled out face paint. It was a little lighter than her skin, but she could mix it with black liquid eyeliner to make it match so she could cover her real tattoo. She’d thought a lot about her dove before having it done. To her, a dove meant peace and that’s how she’d felt a year after settling into Mrs. B’s, completely at peace with herself.

But she still needed something to hide her hair.

Re-shelving the box with the Viking wig, she looked in a number of others. There was nothing. She shuffled through more hangers, looking for an idea of what she could do when she came across a twenties flapper costume. She must have had a wig with that because she’d never cut her hair. So where did she put it? She always knew where everything was.

She sat on the floor of her closet and tried to remember the last time she’d worn that costume. It was Halloween and she’d had nothing on underneath it. She’d had a short wig, platinum blonde, straight bob. So where was it?

Note to self: label boxes with more detail.

“Think, Adriana. What else could you have worn it for? If not a flapper then what?” Was it Halloween or sex play or Mardi Gras? “Mardi Gras! That’s it!” She jumped up and ran into her bedroom to grab a chair. Standing on it in her closet, she pulled down a box. She’d never been into Valentine’s Day, but she was all about Mardi Gras where anonymous sex was the norm, at least in her circles.

She opened the box. The wig sat on top. She quickly pulled it over her head and looked in her mirror. “Well hello there, honey.” It was perfect. Of course, to be a blonde it meant her little arrow of hair to her pussy would have to go. But that was okay as it would allow the hoop on her clit to show.

She immediately walked into the bathroom and took care of that issue. She rubbed her fingers over the smooth skin. She felt sexy all over again. It’d been years since she’d shaved everything.

Without a second thought, she pasted on the tattoos, clipped the hoops to her nipples and clit, and mixed up the heavy costume makeup. Standing in front of her three-way mirror, she checked all sides. She stilled as her gaze landed on the tiny red marks left from the whipping. At least it looked as if she wouldn’t scar. She had Hunter to thank for that.

What would he think of her like this? A need to know built, but she squashed it. For all she knew, he didn’t even want to talk to her anymore. Better to go where she was wanted. Finishing her inspection of her look, she smirked. “Perfect.”

Grabbing up one of the resort’s towels, she switched on her outside light just in case she was back after sunset and locked her door behind her. Finally, some fun to forget about her troubles.
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Hunter loved riding with Julie. She was a very capable horsewoman, which was no surprise since she’d competed in Western Pleasure. As they stopped by the stream that ran along the mountain base, he dismounted and lifted her down. Damn, it was good to be home. It was like dating, learning each other all over again.

She’d grown even more beautiful while he was gone. She was also more timid around him. Part of that was his stupid dreams at night. But he was sure they would fade the longer he was around her.

After checking the ground for critters they might disturb, he spread the blanket and put the small wicker basket on it for her. As she sat and emptied the contents, he brought the horses to a shadier spot were wild grass grew.

When he turned back, he had to pause and drink in the peaceful picture of the scene. His wife’s wavy brown hair lifted with the slight breeze as she focused on laying out their lunch. A saguaro cactus rose up behind her on the other side of the stream like a sentinel and the purple-flowered thorn bush to the right made her appear so delicate.

He took a deep breath of the dry air. He should pick a flower for her and put it in her hair. That’s what he used to do. He strode toward her, his intention to bring her that flower, but instead he crouched down next to her and lifted her chin with his fingers. “I love you.”

She smiled shyly. “I love you, too.”

Ignoring the food she’d spread out, he lowered his lips to hers, his need to reclaim her too strong. He sensed her hesitancy. It was as if she was afraid of him and it rankled. It took all his willpower to pull back and sit.

Her smile returned as she handed him his sandwich and a bottle of beer.

He needed to take it slow, but he didn’t want to. He was too happy to be alive.

The burn of the M16 bullets as they hit his calves swept through his nervous system and his leg twitched.

Immediately, her brows lowered in concern. “Are you okay?”

“I’m fine.” He looked away. He wasn’t fine. He wanted her. He wanted to feel alive again.

Wait, he hadn’t been wounded in his legs after his first tour. He was fine to make love to his wife. He wasn’t messed up. He was supposed to be proud and ready to celebrate. But now he was scarred in so many ways and he needed to find peace.

He pulled her against him, ignoring her squeak and kissed her, pushing her lips open so he could taste her sweetness.

But the taste was exotic, like cinnamon, and as he grasped her silky hair, he breathed in the scent of sage. She pushed her body against him and moaned. She wanted him as much as he wanted her.

Finally.

He pushed her back on the blanket and covered her with his body.

Her hips tilted toward him and ground against his hardening cock.

Shit, he needed to be inside her bad. He bunched up her split skirt, thankful to find no panties barred his way. With one hand, he unzipped his jeans and let his cock loose.

Her breathy voice echoed in his head. “Now.”

Yes, now. He pushed her legs wider and set his cock at her wet entrance. Thank God she was ready because he had to be inside her.

He pushed his cock home in one quick glide, holding his position tight against her.

Another moan sounded in his ears and her pelvis pushed up against him as if she couldn’t get enough.

He pulled out and pumped back in, starting the age old movement that would bring him to bliss. He wanted bliss.

But he didn’t deserve it. He’d left his wife for another tour. He’d protected a general instead of her. He was alive and she was dead.

The woman beneath him laughed. “Now this is heaven.”

He leveraged himself up, his cock still inside her and stared into lively brown eyes.

“Do it.”

He wanted to resist. His brain said no, but his body was in control. Against his will he pulled out again and slammed back in.

“Yes!” Laughter followed.

He did it again and again, rocking Adriana’s body as he buried himself deep inside.

Her joy resounded in his ears, making him feel as her pussy sucked at him, forcing the beginning of pleasure to radiate outward from his groin.

She chanted as he rocked into her. “Yes. Yes. Live. Live.”

No. He couldn’t. But he was and his body tensed as her scream filled his ears and her sheath tightened around him, forcing his pleasure to explode.

Hunter opened his eyes to see the ceiling fan above his head. His body was covered in sweat and the sheets were soaked with come.

“Fuck.”


Chapter Seven
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Hunter rubbed the side of his face. That dream was the weirdest yet.

He glanced at the clock. It was four in the afternoon. Close enough. He rolled out of bed and walked into the bathroom. Turning on the shower, he stepped in and let the warm water calm his racing heart. He leaned his forehead against the shower wall.

She was making him feel good again. He didn’t want to feel good. He liked his anger. He deserved his pain. Why was she doing this?

An image of the shattered sliding glass door flashed across his mind. Fuck.

He’d been safe, the glass a barrier between watching and feeling. Then he had to go and break the glass. Now he knew what she tasted like, how she smelled, and the warmth of her body. He also had come to know her thoughts and her lust for life.

She was the bullseye and he was the bullet racing toward it, refusing to be redirected.

This sucked. Staying away from her wasn’t helping. Nothing helped. His control was slipping, over his need, his anger, his life. He had to take back control.

He moved his head beneath the spray and poured shampoo in his hand. As he washed what little hair he had, he threw out one plan after another to gain control.

As he lathered his body, it hit him. Maybe he needed to roll with it and through it, like taking a punch. Go with the momentum, let it take him into the motion and out. It might work. The only problem was, he wasn’t sure where exactly out would be.

He turned the water off and quickly dried himself. At least he could move forward on his private investigation. His friend had been delayed in getting to him because there were far too many things of greater importance, but once he’d focused on the source of the photo site, he’d been able to track it no problem, except it initiated from an office complex, and there were at least twenty business located there.

Hunter donned his black jeans and boots. He checked his face in the mirror. He needed a shave, but he wanted to take advantage of waking early and get to the main building before five.

Opening his closet, he pulled out a black, long-sleeve shirt and threw it on. He grabbed his hat and glanced at the slider on his way out to make sure the bar he cut to fit was still in place. Everything was secure. After locking both the door and the new deadbolt, he headed for the reception desk.

He tipped his hat to two couples walking toward the stables. They were probably going for the sunset trail ride. He still couldn’t see how riding a horse naked could be comfortable, even though Wade assured him they kept the horses to a walk. Frankly, he didn’t consider that “riding,” but for nude vacationers, it was probably a dream come true.

Walking into the building, his stride slowed. Lacey was not at the desk. Did she leave already? Damn, but it wasn’t five yet. He continued down the employee hallway to the back room. There he found her putting paper packets away in a cupboard.

His relief caught him by surprise. What was another day?

It was a delay his reawakened investigative abilities would not be happy with. He enjoyed this challenge. It reminded him of his days on the force and his first tour overseas. It gave him a sense of purpose, but more than that, he felt on top of his game. Energized. Happy.

No, not that, just productive.

“Lacey, I need your help.”

She started as he spoke. “Oh, Hunter.” Her hand covered her chest. “You scared me. What are you doing up so early? Nothing’s wrong, is it?”

“No.”

“That’s a good thing.” She closed the cabinet. “What can I help you with?”

He stepped back to the door and closed it then turned to face her. “What kind of information do you collect on guests when they make their reservations?”

She leaned back against the counter. “I get their name, address, phone number and credit card. Why?”

“I need all that information on every guest who has stayed here over the last month when the judge was here in order of most recent to oldest.”

Lacey’s eyes widened. “I don’t know if I can do that. That’s very sensitive information.”

“And I’m in charge of the security of this place. If I can’t keep it secret then we might as well close the place down.”

Lacey’s lips formed a self-deprecating smile. “Good point.” She clasped her hands in front of her. “But I should probably ask Kendra first.”

“No.” He needed to make Lacey an ally. “Do you think Adriana is innocent?”

“Of course.”

“Then you need to keep this between you and me.”

“But Kendra is just concerned about the resort. I’m sure she’d want to help. It’s not like she’s fired her.”

He looked away. He needed that information and if he had to break into Lacey’s computer, it might take days. Shit. “The reason Kendra hasn’t fired Adriana is because I told her if she did, I would walk.”

“What?” Lacey took a step forward to grasp the chair tucked against the table. “Why would you do that?”

Because Adriana was innocent. Because she didn’t deserve to be fired. Because he didn’t want her to leave. No, because it wasn’t right. “Justice. It’s about getting justice. Adriana doesn’t deserve to be fired without further investigation. If I uncover proof she set up the site and was paid for those photos, then fine. She should be fired.”

“You don’t think she did it either, do you?” Lacey’s gaze was intense.

“No, I don’t. It’s not how she operates.”

“Exactly! And Kendra knows that too. So why does she want to get rid of her?”

That was easy. “This is Kendra’s dream. If she gets rid of Adriana then she no longer has a problem and Poker Flat stands a chance of surviving. Kendra is thinking of all of us who would lose our jobs and not be able to find employment anywhere else.” Including him.

Lacey’s shoulders fell. “That’s true, but Adriana has done so much for Poker Flat. It’s not right.”

“No, it isn’t, so will you help me?”

She glanced at the clock. “I should be able to pull that up and get it printing, but I have to leave because Cole and I are going out. You’ll have to wait for the print to finish and shut down my computer for me.”

“I can do that.” He stepped back from the opening that led to the front desk area.

Lacey nodded and walked through.

This was just the first step, but if he could find someone who worked at a company in that office complex, he might just find the true culprit. Then all he needed was the person’s relationship to Adriana and their motivation.

He followed Lacey into the front, his blood pumping with renewed purpose.

It took her no time to pull up the report. Once it started printing, she gave him a stern look with a quick lecture about turning off her computer so no one could get into it. He swallowed his smile and nodded.

Apparently that did it, and she was headed out the front door.

He didn’t need anything else from her computer. The only thing of interest to him would be Adriana’s background, but everyone who worked on the resort already knew that. She was more than happy to share.

And that’s why he was so certain she hadn’t set up the site to sell photos. He and Kendra had gone through every photo on Adriana’s cell phone but they didn’t find a single picture of a guest. Kendra wasn’t surprised and neither was he. He had the feeling Kendra wished they had. It would make it a lot easier if she’d been betrayed by her staff like she had once before.

But he’d found it very telling that none of the guests were in Adriana’s photos. The only pictures were her with other staff, some x-rated selfies in a three-way mirror, and the rest were pictures of her former dog and her car. There were no pictures of the girls she worked with at the bordello or of her old boss.

It said a lot about her. As open as she was, she never let anyone get close. A phrase from a poem he’d read in high school that had been resonating with him lately came to mind. “No man is an island.” Adriana appeared to be an island.

It made his existence to date appear full and yet she seemed to be the one full of life and himself half dead. But he had loved…and lost. The pain in his heart would always be there, but at least he had known what it was like to give his heart and hold someone else’s.

Guilt niggled at his brain. His parents loved him as well. So did his siblings and he’d shut them out, his pain too much to bear, barely contacting them over the last year. He dug his phone out of his pocket and scrolled through a couple dozen photos.

If he died tomorrow, these people would mourn him despite the fact he hadn’t talked to any of them in over a month. He hadn’t told them where he worked or lived to keep them from visiting. He should call them soon.

If Adriana died tomorrow, who would mourn her? Lacey, Selma, Andrew, Jorge, Wade and even Kendra. Probably the old man who used to work here too, Billy. That was it.

And himself.

Yes, he would, but she wasn’t about to die. She was about to be fired if he didn’t figure out who wanted her to lose her position. Would they continue to make her life miserable if she was let go? How would they know?

The printer stopped printing, so he picked up the sheets and looked around for a stapler. He didn’t want to lose any of these leads. The desk was as clean as Adriana’s car was messy. Yet he’d heard these two were good friends.

Shaking his head, he opened the top right hand drawer and pulled out the stapler, not in the least surprised it was there. He used it and returned it to where it belonged. Then he turned back to Lacey’s computer and closed down the program she’d used. On her dashboard screen were icons for three nudist forums.

He stilled. That had to be it! That’s how a person would know whether Adriana still worked at Poker Flat or not. If their main goal was to have her fired, they could nonchalantly ask if she was still there. He clicked one of the forums. A page of topics came up.

He opened one that looked promising. Shit, there had to be two hundred responses. The eight pages in his hand looked to be a whole lot quicker than the forums, plus on forums people could have user names that had nothing to do with who they really were.

Closing out the forum, he shut down the computer and glanced at the clock. He still had a good thirty minutes before his shift started. He rolled the papers up and strode out of the room. He’d start tonight and then finish after work, hopefully.

As he headed for the fork in the dirt road, he noticed a blonde guest turning down the path to the staff casitas. That wasn’t good. He picked up the pace to catch up to her.
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Adriana sat on a chair with a gin and tonic in hand as she watched Patti, Steve and their friends have sex. The afternoon had been fun, drinking a little, flirting a lot, and joking. These were her kind of people, open about sex and how much they liked it.

They even exchanged sex stories, but she hadn’t been turned on by them, so she jumped on Patti’s friend’s suggestion she watch “the experts.” They were definitely obliging and she could tell they loved being exhibitionists.

Patti, who was on all fours with her friend’s husband pumping into her from behind, wasn’t too busy giving her own husband a blowjob to glance her way. Steve was on his back, eating out the other man’s wife, while the wife played with her breasts, showing them off to her own husband who kept glancing at Adriana as well.

She made the appropriate faces, hoping her unease didn’t show. Something was seriously wrong with her. She wasn’t even wet yet. Hell, a porn movie made her wetter than she was now.

This job thing was really cramping her life. That had to be it. It was either that or the knowledge that Hunter didn’t work during the day and therefore wouldn’t be watching from outside. It didn’t matter because she didn’t plan to hang around after dark.

Though the two couples were nice, they were pushy and made clear exactly what they expected next. She needed to beat a hasty retreat, but she had to have a good excuse. They all knew she wasn’t working so that wouldn’t fly. Would having a date work? No, they’d tell her to have him join them.

The two women started to moan in earnest, their eyes closing as the men brought them to their orgasm. She watched, waiting for the man behind Patti to close his eyes.

As soon as he did, she quietly stood and slipped around the corner into the living room. Grabbing her keys, which she’d left on the coffee table, she palmed them to keep them quiet. The slider was open, so she raced out and ran up the path toward the main building. Yeah, it was pathetic, but she had more important matters to worry about.

She just needed to crest the ledge and slip around the main building. Finally, she was safe.

“Excuse me. There’s nothing for guests that way.”

She stopped and a slow smile curved her lips. She had no idea why Hunter was already on the job, but it would be great to see exactly how good a cop he was. Slowly, she turned around, careful not to move naturally.

He strode toward her. When he reached her, he hooked her arm in his, turned her back the way she’d been walking and continued that way. “Adriana, what are you doing out in the guest area?”

She pouted. “How’d you know it was me?”

When he didn’t answer she looked at him. “Well?”

He shook his head at her. “Because I know you that’s how.”

She gave him a sexy smile. “But you don’t ‘know’ me in the Biblical sense…yet.”

His mouth actually quirked upward just a smidge. Score one for her.

“You didn’t answer my question. What were you doing among the guests?” He propelled her toward her casita and since that was where she was headed anyway, she happily complied. “I was visiting. I guess you forgot to give me the message from the foursome the last couple nights, but Andy drove his golf cart right out here to let me know they were upset because I hadn’t visited them.”

“That wasn’t a very good idea. What if Kendra or the couple who caused your forced vacation to start with had seen you?”

“Aren’t they gone yet?”

“No. They leave tomorrow.” They had reached her door and he released her arm.

“That’s why I was disguised. Don’t you think I did a good job?” She opened her arms to make sure he saw her nipple hoops.

He actually looked this time, letting his gaze roam over her body. “You shaved.”

Holy crap, she was getting wet. “I did. Do you like it?”

His gaze returned to her face. “Do you?”

“Yes. It’s been a long time since I shaved everything. Do you want to feel?”

He stepped up to her and cupped her between her thighs, his fingers pressing against the tiny hoop clipped to her clit.

Her heart shifted into overdrive and her stomach tensed with anticipation.

He rubbed his thumb over her mons. “Silky.”

She swallowed. “Inside is too.” She expected him to pull back, but instead one of his fingers burrowed between her labia and slid into her opening.

“Oh.”

“You’re wet. Guess your afternoon was pleasurable.” The hard edge in his voice made her uncomfortable.

“Actually, I only watched. Just another live porn movie.”

His finger remained buried deep, but it was the only place they connected. Even her breasts weren’t touching his shirt. She wanted them to. She touched his top button to play with it, hoping to open it, but he dropped the papers he’d been holding and grabbed her hand.

“You’re playing with fire.”

She lowered her head and looked up at him from the side. “I am fire.”

His gray eyes turned dark, like storm clouds. “Then we may as well burn together.” With his finger still inside her and her hand in his, he pushed her backward until the outside wall of her casita kept her from going any farther.

As the rough surface connected with her bare back, her pussy flooded with anticipation.

Hunter’s lips turned upward into a grin that promised she would be taken right now. He lifted her hand in his over her head, but still didn’t touch her anywhere else. “I hope you like it fast and furious.”

Her breath caught in her throat. Holy crap, he wasn’t teasing! Every nerve ending in her body came alive. She barely got her breath through her throat. “Yes.”

“Good.” His mouth came down on hers and his tongue foraged through her mouth like a man on a mission to claim her.

She wanted to touch him, but forced her free arm to remain at her side, her instinct telling her he had to be in control of this if she wanted him to finish and not leave her hanging. He had that ability, that control. The thought of him leaving her halfway through kept her in check, allowing him to take what he wanted from her.

Her tongue tangled with his, tasting the mint of toothpaste as she inhaled the musky scent that was all him. But she didn’t make any aggressive moves, not even to sweep inside his mouth like she wanted to. Knowing she would enjoy this without giving anything had her libido revving. She moaned in surrender.

The soft vocal sound did it.

He pressed his body against her naked one, the bulge in his jeans pushing against her shaved mons above his hand. His finger inside her didn’t move. It was as if he held her against the wall with it and that was its only purpose.

He continued his onslaught on her mouth as he pressed his chest against her breasts. Her nipples, already hard, ached as the cotton shirt rubbed them, the hoops adding extra stimulus.

Usually she would demand, direct, even take matters into her own hands, but she didn’t, letting him have full rein. It was incredibly stimulating and her sheath instinctually tightened around his finger.

His hand holding her there clamped harder in response as he broke the kiss. He didn’t say anything, just looked at her lips.

She couldn’t resist. She licked them.

The slightest tic in his cheek was his only reaction before he backed up a step and lowered his head to her nipple.

Oh yes. With her hand stretched above her, she tilted her head back against the warm, rough surface and let him have his way.

His teeth latched on the hoop held there by a clip and yanked it off. Her knees wobbled and she pushed her butt against the wall harder to keep herself standing. His hand around her wrist above her head tightened, but he didn’t lift his head away.

Instead, he nibbled lightly at her sensitized tip before swirling his tongue around it. Her nipple ached with need. He pulled it between his teeth, which had her moaning again as the heady feelings zapped down to her core.

He sucked her nipple into his mouth completely and pulled hard, causing her to arch as her sheath contracted around his finger. She wanted to scream that she needed his cock inside her now, that she’d waited long enough, but she clamped her jaw tight. She didn’t want to risk him stopping.

His finger inside her moved then. Not in and out but side to side, as if testing her ability to take him. She purposefully relaxed her sheath, though it was the hardest thing to do while he sucked her nipple.

His head came up and he looked at her. “I’m going to take you now.”

Before she could register his words, his finger left her and she heard the sound of his jeans zipper.

Hell, he was going to screw her out here, in the sunset, against the wall of her casita. It started a fire inside her so fast, she thought she’d come right then.

But the idea was no match for the reality. He still held one of her hands above her head, as if he’d forgotten he did so. Or maybe it was his symbol of control. It didn’t matter to her as he used his other hand to press his cock head against her pussy.

His knee pushed one of her legs aside, opening her up to him. He teased her for a moment as he rubbed his cock from her opening up to her clit, brushing the hoop and moving back. His hand on her wrist tightened again just before he pushed his cock into her, bringing his body flat against her, causing her breath to catch as need swept through her.

She stared at his neck, watching his pulse beat hard as the blood flowed down to fill his cock inside her.

She wanted to sigh with relief, but there was no relief. It was only more teasing. Pinned between him and the rough wall with his cock mostly inside her, she wanted to scream with her need.

Her stomach was tight with pleasure and she squeezed him in her sheath.

He leaned back and stared into her eyes again. Lowering her hand, he wrapped it around his neck at the same time he clasped her other one and wrapped it around as well.

Her breathing came out in little pants as her anticipation built. Usually with a man, she’d make a sexy comment to make him move, but she kept quiet.

“On two, hook your legs around my waist. Ready?”

She nodded as a thrill raced straight to her pussy.

“One. T—” He’d leaned them away from the wall, grasped her ass, and bending his knees, slammed his cock to the hilt.

The zing that rocketed through her took her breath before she was lifted up. She forced her legs to wrap around his waist. They fell back against the wall and he moved even deeper as he pressed her against it.

Oh freakin-a, she was going to come any second now. How was that possible?

“Adriana, look at me.” His voice was not only its usual low tone, but husky with need.

Her gaze met his and the lust in his eyes almost sent her over the edge.

“Now.” It wasn’t a question.

It was a warning and one she was relieved to hear. “Yes.”

His eyes closed as his hips moved back and his cock slid out only to bury itself deep inside her. As it hit her cervix, her world erupted. She screamed as every pleasurable sensation collided inside only to sweep out of her as if it burst beyond her body and into the cooling air.

He continued to pump into her, rocking her against the abrasive wall, keeping her semi-aware state going. Each pump prolonged her ecstasy as her orgasm began to subside then strengthened again with each thrust.

A groan, from deep in Hunter’s throat, traveled up his chest and escaped as if he’d tried to hold it back. “Argh.”

He came, his semen heating her up from the inside, adding one final spark on the fire.

Beyond grateful for the first real orgasm she’d had in a long time, she grasped him hard, around the neck and between her thighs, contracting her sheath to make it great for him as his hips slowed, until a final push into her.

She held tight as her breathing slowed. Opening her eyes, she gazed at the sky filled with bright oranges and pinks and grinned. She felt as if those colors were the same inside her satisfied body. Still orange from the heat, but turning pink, flush with relief.

Note to self: have sex at sunset, outside, more often.

Hunter leaned against her as his breathing slowed, but he didn’t lift his head.

“I don’t think I could walk.” She sighed. “My knees are beyond weak.”

He didn’t move or respond.

She ran her hand over the back of his neck, the buzzed hair at his nape shorter than the scruff on his chin. It was soft but prickly. Kind of exciting. “I guess you’ll just have to walk your beat with me attached to you all night.”

That did get a response, though not what she’d expected. The man snorted.

Finally, he leaned away and looked at her. “Mac might raise her eyebrow, but I doubt any of the guests would be surprised.”

She laughed, too satisfied to contain it. “I guess you’re late for work now, huh?”

He glanced at the sky and shrugged.

“Yeah, I don’t want to move either, but I should let you go. I know keeping the resort safe is important.”

He didn’t respond. Instead, he stared at her as if he were trying to figure something out. His gaze wasn’t intense, but it did make her uncomfortable, so she let one foot slide down to touch the ground.

Hunter’s eyes closed as her movement changed the configuration of her sheath.

Reluctantly, she let her other foot touch the ground. Better to get it over with quickly. Taking a breath, she slid her ass down the wall. Her knees really did give way then and she held on to his neck and chuckled. “Told you.”

He finally reacted, a self-satisfied grin of pride lifting his lips. “Lean against the wall.”

She smiled seductively. “Thought I already had.”

He shook his head as she released his neck and let her back take a lot of her balance.

He bent over and lifted her keys from the ground where she must have dropped them. Crap, she didn’t even remember letting them go.

Hunter opened her door and dropped her keys inside. He came back out and lifted her in his arms.

“Oh, my. Now this is new. I like this.” She wrapped her arms around his neck, ignoring his surprised look at her statement.

He walked into her casita and deposited her on her love seat. Then he strode into her kitchen and grabbed a bottle of water from her fridge. He handed it to her. “Drink.”

Okay, she could do that. She took the bottle and opened it, enjoying the view of his still semi-hard cock sticking out of his jeans.

He tipped the bottle toward her mouth.

“Okay, okay.” Once she’d taken a swallow, he walked into her bathroom.

When he came out, he was all zipped up.

Bummer.

He stopped in front of her. “Finish that whole bottle. We were outside and your body is going to need the hydration.” Then he cupped her face, leaned over and kissed her, no tongue.

When he’d finished shocking her, he left, locking the door behind him.

Adriana stared at the door. She wanted him to come back.

What was with that?


Chapter Eight
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Hunter grabbed up the papers he’d dropped on the ground outside Adriana’s casita. He was damn lucky a wind hadn’t come up. So much for research tonight.

Stopping by his casita, he dropped off the sensitive information and grabbed a protein shake on his way out.

Every muscle in his body felt good. He hadn’t realized how badly he needed a woman. Or maybe it was just Adriana. The woman was sexy personified and her taste was intoxicating.

The image of himself licking between her legs rose up and started his cock hardening again. Shit. He really wanted to do that and have a hundred other sexual encounters with her.

That short blonde wig against Adriana’s dusky skin had been just a bit more than he could resist. The whole look, like a bad girl for the taking, had fed his hunger. At least he’d already planned to give in to his need and see where it took him.

His concern was that it appeared to be taking him to another bout of sex with her. She’d been perfect. Tight, expressive, ready, and she orgasmed faster than he did when he’d been sure he was going to leave her in the dust. How the fuck did she last so long with the guests?

His gut tightened at the thought of her revisiting that foursome. He’d tell her it wasn’t a good idea. She should—“Shit.” He hadn’t even used a condom. As soon as he got off shift, they needed to talk.

He’d swing by after his patrol and wake her up for a good morning tussle. He stilled. He wanted her again. He wanted to wake her up by making love to her slowly this time, if that was even possible with her.

He’d just reached the fork in the dirt road when Mac flagged him down. He strode over to her. “What’s up?”

She cocked her thumb over her shoulder. “I had a complaint from one of the guests. They decided to take a walk to the barn to get away from some yelling that was going on in casita number four.”

“That’s the foursome. Did the woman relate what the yelling was about?”

Mac shook her head. “No, but she said two women were screaming in a very high-pitched tone. I asked her if it could simply be they were having sex, but she was adamant it was an argument and two women were involved.”

“I’ll take care of it.”

“Want me to come with you? In case the women need to talk to another woman?”

“No.” He smirked. “If it was two women arguing, my guess is the last thing they need is another woman.”

“Okay. Let me know if you need help.” Mac gave him a knowing smile. “Women can fight pretty dirty.”

He stared at her a moment.

“Just saying.” She turned and strode away.

Shaking his head at the implications of Mac’s statement, he headed for the other side of the resort.

The lights inside the main building could be seen clearly as he walked by. He glanced at the horizon before heading down the path to the guest casitas. The sky had turned a lavender-gray as darkness settled over the resort.

He didn’t hear any yelling now, but he should check in and find out what the problem was. Guests couldn’t be disturbing other guests.

As he approached the casita, he could see a couple sitting on the patio. They both had a glass of wine and appeared to be talking amicably.

“Good evening.”

They looked startled by his greeting. That wasn’t that unusual. Very few people kept abreast of what was going on around them all the time.

“Hi, there.” The blonde woman gave him a smile before letting her gaze drift down his body.

Once again he was happy his job required him to be clothed.

Her husband put down his wineglass. “You’re Hunter, right?”

He nodded. “I understand there was quite a bit of yelling going on over here.”

The blonde flushed, but her husband addressed him. “Patti and Cindy got into an argument. It was nothing. I’m sorry if it disturbed anyone.”

Hunter steadied his gaze on Patti. “It did. Some of the guests strolled over to the stables just to get away from the noise.”

Patti’s chin came up. “I’m sorry, but Cindy was trying to blame me for scaring off Adriana when it was clearly her fault.”

Scaring off Adriana? This woman obviously didn’t know Adriana very well. “Why do you think someone scared her off?” It was none of his business, but the statement had been too odd not to delve further.

Patti looked at her husband then back at him. “Because according to the forums, Adriana enjoys sex with swingers, but she has to be in charge. Since she scooted out of here just as the four of us had reached our first orgasm, I knew it was because we pissed her off by not letting her be in charge.”

Patti’s husband jumped in. “Cindy suggested Adriana watch in case she wanted to get the feel for us, but my wife had suggested she be involved.”

Hunter nodded seriously to keep from bursting out in laughter. He took a moment to give them both a serious stare until he was sure he had his humor under control. “Adriana left because she had an appointment with me.”

The couple looked at each other in surprise. Patti was the first to recover. “Well, shit. We didn’t think she had work stuff to do since she was on vacation this week.”

His humor over her term “work stuff” vanished. Their knowledge of Adriana’s schedule concerned him. “How’d you know she was on vacation?”

Patti shrugged. “The forum. There’s a whole thread on Adriana. We were being overly cautious after what happened last weekend.”

Hunter’s gut tightened. Was every second of Adriana’s life being discussed on a forum? He kept his irritation at bay. “Which forum is that thread on?”

Patti crinkled her nose. “I’m not sure. I’d have to look it up.”

He stared at her.

“Let me get my laptop.” As she walked into the casita, her husband addressed him.

“Is something wrong?”

“No, I just want to make sure Adriana is aware of this particular forum since she is being discussed.”

The husband relaxed. “Oh, I’m sure she’s aware of it. She’s actually quite the star. Our lifestyle choice is not very common, so to learn about such a vivacious woman, who works at a nudist resort no less, is very exciting. We probably should have invited her over after dinner instead of in the afternoon. We brought our new sex swing with us just so she could try it. Since she’s single, we figured she probably didn’t have one. It’s not every day a couple lugs one of these with them on vacation.”

Hunter barely kept his fingers from curling up. Instead, he concentrated on his breathing so as not to say something that would definitely piss off this guest.

“Here it is.” Patti came out with the laptop open. She stepped next to him to show him. He had to lower his head because she was very short.

“Oh here, you can hold it.”

He took the laptop from her and studied the URL first. It was a Swingers forum. He doubted Lacey had this one.

“Hey, Patti, this means you can make up with Cindy.”

The blonde squealed. “You’re right. Let’s do that right now.”

Her husband stood. “You can look through that and just leave it in our casita. We need to get up to the dining room before our friends leave.”

Patti grinned. “Yeah, if we can’t trust the resort’s security, who can we trust? Thank you so much for coming over here.”

Before he knew what she was about, she pulled his shoulder toward her and kissed his cheek. “Come on, Steve.”

The couple grabbed their towels and power-walked up the path to the main building.

Hunter took the opportunity to review the forum. The thread with the most topics was titled Adriana. He opened it and stared. Subjects ranged from “hot, hot, hot Hispanic” to “gang bang honey.”

He opened one and read. It was a detailed account of having sex with Adriana. He closed it quickly and skimmed the topics again. One caught his eye. “Dom, Dom, sub and more.” His jaw tensed as he opened it. Sure enough, it was a description of the night he’d busted in the casita. There was no mention of him, but Adriana was made out to be a bitch. The responses were mixed. Some clearly sided with Adriana. Others sided with the Dom. The user name was Dds4love.

Hunter closed out the topic and checked the URL again. Memorizing it, he shut down the computer. There was no way he’d give this to Lacey. It looked like he would need to do a lot more research and his gut told him it was going to piss him off.

Closing the laptop, he walked into the casita and placed it in the kitchen, out of view of any of the windows or doors. As he left, he closed the slider the couple had left open. They must expect him to watch over everything. Then again, Poker Flat hadn’t had anything stolen on the resort since he and Mac had come on board. Just proved the Dom incident was not the norm.

Leaving casita number four, he continued his patrol around the guest quarters before walking up to the main building. He headed around toward the pool when a conversation caught his attention.

“Did you hear? Someone p-posted pictures of guests from here on a website. Rumor is it was a staff person.” The young woman’s voice sounded familiar.

“Oh my Lord, who could it be?” The older woman was obviously shocked.

“I r-read on the forum that it might be Adriana. I just couldn’t imagine. I mean, if she’s that hard up for c-cash, why not just go back to s-selling herself.”

Hunter clamped his jaw hard.

“I can’t believe that of Adriana. She’s such a sweetheart.”

“Well, I g-guess you never know. Good thing the site went down. I’d hate to have my p-picture up there, even if I am a swinger.”

“Oh, we don’t do that.” The older woman’s voice sounded more concerned over swinging than photos. She must be a nudist only.

“Have a g-good night.” The young woman strode off, her unsteady steps clear in the quiet of the night. He also heard her husband with her.

That was definitely Patti. Her speech pattern, tone of voice when drunk, and her reference to swinging confirmed it. There was only four swingers at the resort this week.

She was definitely worth a closer look.

After checking the garage, he came back to the fork and strode toward Mac’s area. He wanted to confer with her. He didn’t see her, so he started with the brand new Old West town. It wasn’t exactly a town since it consisted of only one side of what would have been a main street, but it was pretty convincing.

He stepped onto the boardwalk to look into the windows of the store fronts. There was a mercantile, a sheriff’s office, saloon, bank and separated, but in line, was a blacksmith hut. He’d just stepped toward the swinging doors of the saloon when a foot came out of nowhere to trip him up.

He quickly jumped as the body that owned the foot landed on the wood beneath the batwing doors.

He chuckled, offering his hand. “Is that how you treat a guest who is wondering around at night?”

Mac grabbed on and pulled herself up. “Guests aren’t that quiet. You have damn fast reflexes.”

“The military will do that to you.”

Mac shrugged. Obviously, that wasn’t where she’d learned her skills. Her comment about women fighting dirty had his balls itching. Wherever she learned to fight, he’d bet it included moves he’d never think to use.

“Were you looking for me?” Mac brushed off her sweats.

“Yes, I just discovered I have a shitload of computer investigation to do. There is a swinger forum with a whole thread about Adriana. There has to be over three hundred topics in it, and the Dom that whipped her the other night has posts on there. I need to read everything he’s posted.”

Mac looked askance at him. “Everything?”

He took a deep breath. “Yes.”

“That might not be a good idea, Hunter. Would you like me to read through it and tell you what I find?”

“N—” He shut his mouth. Mac wasn’t Lacey. She’d seen Adriana’s activities herself and hadn’t made a judgment about them nor appeared squeamish.

“It might help your investigation if someone looked through them with an objective eye. I can always copy and paste the posts I think important.” She raised an eyebrow in question.

He still wanted to say no, but reading this Dom’s comments on Adriana’s exploits would definitely throw his objectivity right out the window. “Actually, that would save me time. I have a whole list of guests over the last month I need to research.”

“I’d be happy to help.” Mac smiled. “I don’t want to see Adriana leave here any more than you do.”

“Good. I’ll take the whole resort tonight while you work on this on your computer.”

“I’ll have a report for you by tomorrow’s shift.”

Hunter gave her the URL and took over her patrol around the Old West town as she headed back to her casita to get started. After covering the stable manager’s office, he strode into the stables.

They often covered each other for nights off, but being in the stable after his strange dream this afternoon had him hankering for a ride. He stopped by Elsa’s stall. The Arabian was badly scarred from a wildfire years ago, but Wade had bought her from Lacey’s husband. They ran a horse rescue ranch.

Did Adriana ride? He could see her up on Elsa in a pair of jeans and a tied-at-the-waist half-shirt. Elsa poked her nose over the stall door. He gave her a pet. “Sorry, girl. I don’t have anything sweet for you.”

Romeo next door heard him and looked over his door too. Hunter moved to him. The large quarter horse was impressive. He was another from Lacey and Cole’s ranch, but Hunter didn’t know his story. “Would you like to go for a ride?”

The horse looked at him expectantly, and he stroked the side of his face. It had been too long since he’d ridden. He hadn’t even had the urge until now. It was as if he were waking up. It felt wrong, like he ignored Julie’s death by feeling human again, but it wouldn’t stop and he knew exactly who to blame.

Adriana.
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After a long night of getting his priorities straight, Hunter headed back to his casita. He’d stopped by Adriana’s around midnight on purpose. Since he was in the middle of his shift, he couldn’t have sex with her. That he’d still struggled with keeping his hands off her proved how attracted he was.

Luckily, she was on birth control, used condoms with the guests, and was tested once a month to make sure she didn’t have any sexually transmitted diseases. Her life in the bordello had ingrained good habits she said she couldn’t break, except with him.

Her obvious confusion over that fact just fed his manly pride. Shit, he had reason to feel that way. Here was a woman who usually had sex with three to four people at a time and he’d had her coming within minutes.

Unlocking his door, he picked up the guest information and threw it on the kitchen counter that separated that room from the living area. He opened his laptop, which he kept plugged in there and turned it on.

While he waited for it to boot up, he opened the fridge and stared at the protein shakes. That wasn’t going to do it if he stayed up later than usual. Pulling out the eggs, cheese and onions, he set himself up to make an omelet. He had frozen Italian sausage in the freezer, so he took it out and set it in the microwave to defrost.

Adriana had offered to cook him breakfast. Maybe he should take her up on that. Better yet, follow that with an hour in his bed. He grinned. Damn, if he didn’t feel more like his old self. It was strange, and guilt squashed his good mood.

He needed to focus on the guest list. If he couldn’t even protect Adriana, he was as worthless as he originally thought. Dumping his omelet on a plate, he grabbed a fork and walked around the counter to sit on a stool.

Pulling the laptop around to face him, he brought up a browser and started searching the names on the list, beginning with those guests still at the resort.

Two hours later, he rubbed his eyes and tried to focus on the screen, but it was hopeless. He needed sleep. So far he had more suspects than he’d thought possible. Too many local nudists worked in the damn office complex. They probably ran into each other there and chatted about Poker Flat. Hopefully, Mac could help him narrow that down with what she found in the forums.

Picking up his dirty plate, he stuck it in the sink and covered it in water. He’d start the dishwasher when he woke up. Stripping as he walked to his bedroom, he dumped his clothes in the full laundry basket. Damn, since when did he live in such a mess?

Putting that out of his mind, he crawled into bed and focused on an image of the moonlit desert he’d enjoyed while on patrol, but the vision of Adriana coming in his arms kept intruding. “Shit.”

Rolling over, he punched his pillow down. Again, the vision of her head thrown back, eyes closed and mouth open in a loud scream as the pinks from the sky bathed her in their glow, invaded his mind.

He could feel her sheath squeeze as her fulfillment took over.

There was no way his mind would go anywhere else. If he wanted to sleep, he had to give in to it. He allowed the image to morph into having her in his bed like he’d originally wanted to. In no time, he drifted off, making love to her.
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Hunter’s alarm went off early so he could do more research before his shift. Feeling unusually rested, he shaved and showered. There was something about Adriana that canceled out all negative memories and feelings. He didn’t like it because he didn’t deserve it, yet he gravitated to her.

Once dressed, he opened the laptop. Without Mac’s information, he could be wasting his time, especially if she was able to narrow it down. He hoped it wasn’t just the threesome with the Dom that bashed Adriana because only one of them worked in the office complex and it wasn’t the Dom. A narrower search would take a lot less time. If that forum was reporting Adriana still had her job then whoever was trying to frame her might become more aggressive. The sooner they found the culprit the better.

He glanced out his sliders, which showed it was still bright, but the sun would soon set.

Fuck. He closed the laptop and stuffed his keys in his pocket. He moved around the counter and threw lunch meat, cheese, bread, strawberries and a couple bottles of water into a plastic bag. On the way out the door, he grabbed up his rifle. His need to be with Adriana was too strong.

Hunter strode down past the two casitas separating his from hers. He wished she lived next door now when weeks ago he was glad to have a few buildings between them. He shook his head at himself.

As he approached, he heard swearing coming from inside since she had most of her windows open. He strode around back to her slider to find it wide open as well. The woman was very trusting.

As he stepped into her living room, his lips quirked. Adriana had a mouth like an infantryman.

“You better fucking fit in there you cock-sucking motherfucker or I’m going to make you wish you were the fibers of a Goddamn rug.”

He moved to the door of her bedroom to find her sitting on a liquor box overflowing with material of some sort, in her signature cut off jean short shorts and sleeveless white button-down shirt tied under her breasts. He leaned against the doorframe, cradling the rifle in his arm. “What are you doing?”

Adriana jumped up and stared at him. “Holy Hell, where the devil did you come from?”

He nodded toward her slider. “From your patio.”

She stared for a moment before comprehension dawned. “I forgot to close it, huh?”

He nodded. “Why are you swearing at a box?”

“I’m trying to pack as many clothes as possible into it. My car won’t hold that many boxes so they have to be full.”

He looked back toward the living room and scanned the boxes already packed and labeled. There was no way those would all fit in her car.

Shit, she was planning to move. But he could play dumb. “Why are you packing?”

She looked at him like he was an idiot. “Duh, I’m probably going to get fired if you can’t find anything to prove I didn’t set up the photo site, so I figured I’d get a jump on it.” She paused to put a hand on her hip. “You haven’t found anything have you?”

The hope in her voice wasn’t disguised by her stance. “Actually, I did. I have a friend who was able to track the site’s IP address to a location. Now I just have to narrow down who at the location set it up.”

“That’s good, right?”

For one tough bartender, Adriana’s vulnerability showed through. She loved Poker Flat. Every masculine instinct flooded his psyche. He would exonerate her, no matter what. “Yes, that’s good. But it will probably take a day or two more before we figure out who the culprit is.”

“We?”

He gave her a half grin. “There are a lot of people who work on this resort who are pulling for you.”

She turned away quickly and dragged the box to a spot against the wall with two others that also weren’t taped closed. “I always said Kendra’s misfits were special.”

He leaned the rifle against the doorjamb, dropped the bag of food on the floor, and closed the distance between them in seconds. “Hey.” He lifted her chin, forcing her to stand straight. “Would you like to have dinner in the desert with me?”

Her eyes were misty, proving him right. She’d been touched by her coworkers caring. She didn’t want to be an island again.

Unable to resist, he kissed her.

Gently, he brought their lips together until she opened for him. He explored her taste with his tongue, taking time to enjoy every nuance that was her. He held her against him, but not with the sexual fervor of before. He wanted to give her comfort.

She broke off the kiss and looked at him in puzzlement. “You want to go on a picnic?”

“Duh.” He threw her word back at her in jest. “Would that be what dinner in the desert was called?”

She smirked. “Hmm, I’ve never been on a picnic. Sounds good, as long as it includes dessert.” She winked.

Hunter’s cock reacted and his lips quirked up. “I did bring strawberries.”

Adriana rolled her eyes as she stepped out of his embrace. “Really? Good. I can think of a dozen ways those could be fun.”

Shit, now his cock was definitely getting hard.

She stepped over to her bed. “Is what I’m wearing okay, or should I put on something more exciting, like this?”

Adriana lifted a three-piece chain from the bed and held two ends up and placed them against her cloth-covered nipples. The third end of chain dangled between her thighs, its clip sparkling with a rhinestone.

Hunter swallowed hard and forced himself not to adjust his jeans. “No, what you have on is fine. It’s nothing fancy.”

She pouted and dropped the chain. Then a secret smile curved her lips as she reached for something else on the bed. She lifted a headband with black cat ears and stuck them on her head. Without hesitating, she brought a sheer black body stocking against her length. “Maybe you need protection from wild animals?” She lifted a furry cat tail with a butt plug at the end. “I can be a panther and protect you.”

Shit, his cock was harder than the desert after a three-year drought. “No.” He turned away from the sexy image that was Adriana and picked up his rifle. “I’ve got everything we need.” Holding it up for her to see, he grabbed the bag of food from the floor. “Protection and food. I’ll wait outside.”

He strode from the casita without a backward glance. If he didn’t leave right then, he’d have taken her on her bed piled with clothes, and dinner would have been completely forgotten.

But he wanted something different. He’d been quick last time and with a woman as hot as Adriana, he wanted to savor every sensation. A nice ride, some conversation, a simple meal and an Arizona sunset were what he had in mind before making love to her in the middle of their natural surroundings.

He heard the slider close and be locked. He grinned, pleased she was taking her safety seriously. When she stepped outside to lock the front door, she’d added cowboy boots and hat to her ensemble, which was perfect.

“Okay, cowboy, so where are we going to picnic?”

“Down the trail.”

“Great.” She looked around. “Um, where’s your golf cart?”

He frowned. “We’re not taking a golf cart. We’re riding.”

Adriana’s eyes widened. “Riding what?”

He chuckled. “Horses, what else?”

She stared at him for a moment before she shook her head. “Horses? I’ve never ridden a horse.”

With everyone wearing western clothes every day, it was easy to forget it was just the resort uniform. “Now’s your chance.”

“Really?” Adriana’s face looked like a kid who’d just been told she’d have thirty dollars to buy whatever candy she wanted. “Like hold the reins and gallop away?”

He grinned, glad he could help her have a brand new experience. “Yes on the reins, but for your first time, I think galloping might be a little dangerous.”

“Hell, what are we waiting for? Let’s go.” She took the food bag from him, looped her arm around his, and pulled.

He willingly went with her, vaguely wondering what the staff would say about this little excursion before his shift. Then again, it didn’t really matter. They were a tight knit group and it probably wouldn’t go any further than one another.

With his guess that it was a Poker Flat guest who was out to get Adriana fired, he just didn’t want the resort’s clientele to know any more about her than they already did.

When they arrived at the barn, Jorge met them. The first generation Mexican-American had taken over the stables after Wade was promoted to resort manager. From what Hunter had gathered, that was the same time Wade had begun sleeping with the boss, but who was he to judge?

Jorge did a great job and would give his life for the horses. He was shorter than Hunter, with short black hair and a crooked nose that rumor had it he received after being in a fight to defend Kendra’s honor. The man was thin, the kind of cowboy that had wiry strength even though he was more than ten years Hunter’s senior.

He had five horses saddled and ready. “What can I do you for, Cash?”

Adriana laughed that Jorge used the name Cole had bestowed on him, but he just smiled. “We need a couple horses for a short ride.”

Jorge looked at Adriana. “So you’re finally gonna try it?”

“Absolutely! I’m on vacation, after all.”

Jorge gave her a smile. “Good for you, Chica. It’s about time.” He returned his attention to Hunter. “I have two couples coming out for a sunset ride, but you can choose from who’s left, except for Ace. He’s feeling a little under the weather today.”

“Got it.” Hunter headed into the barn while Adriana chatted with Jorge. He stepped up to Romeo. “Hey, boy. You ready for a mellow ride?”

The tall quarter horse came over to let Hunter pet him. “What do you say we bring Elsa along for my pretty lady?”

At the mention of her name, Elsa came to her stall door. “I guess that’s a yes.” He grinned as he walked over to the tack room. Bringing out a saddle and halter for Romeo, he had the horse cinched up and ready to go in no time. It was amazing how it all came back to him, though it had been years since he’d ridden.

As he headed back to grab a halter and saddle for Elsa, the old feeling of loss and hopelessness settled in again. All his horses were gone. His ranch was gone. Everything sold so he could pay for Julie’s medical bills, but every expert in the state still couldn’t keep her from dying. “Brain dead” they called it.

But he’d felt her squeeze his hand when he talked to her. Sometimes he swore she was dreaming because her eyelashes fluttered. And it wasn’t like they had her hooked up to a bunch of machines, just one to help her breathe and she was fed through a tube. Otherwise, she looked as if she slept.

It was his mom who had talked him into saying goodbye. She said if it was meant to be, Julie would hang on and come out of it. He’d been so sure she would. Either that or he just needed her to. Finally, one night when they were alone, he told her she could go if that’s what she wanted. He told her how much he loved her and reminded her of some of the fun times they had and the stupid things he’d done to capture her attention.

He’d held her hand and kissed her as he lied through his teeth and told her he’d be okay, but he hadn’t really believed she’d leave him.

Two hours later, Julie slipped away.

He’d been shocked.

When the heart monitor went flat, the nurses ran in, but with tears running down his face, he waved them away. He’d signed the DNR the day before, again because he didn’t think Julie would really leave him, and since he’d lied to her, telling her it was okay to go, he couldn’t go back on his word.

He rested his head on her leg, held her hand and bawled his eyes out. After an hour, the hospital called his mom and she forced him to sit up and say his final goodbye.

The gaping hole in his heart was still there. He should have never gone for the second tour. If she hadn’t been driving to meet him at the airport, she wouldn’t have been killed.

His fault. His failure.


Chapter Nine
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“Hey, cowboy, are you just going to stand there all night looking drop-dead gorgeous or are you going to show me how to ride one of these beauties?” Adriana sauntered into the barn, her eyes sparkling with excitement.

He hefted the saddle that he’d let slide to the barn floor and moved to Elsa’s stall. What the fuck was he doing? Why was he with this woman?

Adriana moved to the horse’s stall. “Am I going to ride you, pretty girl?” She stroked Elsa along the side of her neck. “You’ll be nice, right? I’ve never done this before, just so you know. It’s my first time, so go easy on me.”

Adriana’s unease made him swallow his suggestion they forget the whole thing. He’d told her he’d take her on this stupid picnic, so he would.

She glanced at him, still petting the horse. “I can’t remember the last time I said it was my first time.” She gave him a lopsided grin, one that made it clear she was out of her element on this, but wanted to learn.

“You need to let me bring her out.”

Adriana stepped away. “Okay, just tell me what to do, or not to do. I don’t have a clue.”

He led Elsa out. “Don’t stand behind the horse. They have a kick that could actually kill you.”

Adriana moved to the opposite stalls, which were empty at the moment. Shit, now he had her afraid of them.

Great, he was an ass. He focused on getting the saddle on Elsa and cinched it tight. He was about to call Adriana over when he noticed her shorts. Where the fuck was his head? She’d be rubbed raw if he let her ride like that. Why hadn’t he had her change? She’d even asked him if she should, but he’d been thinking with his cock instead of his head.

Wait a minute. They offered naked riding at Poker Flat. He strode toward the entrance to examine the four horses waiting to be ridden. Each one had a saddle cover of soft material that stretched over the seat and had a slit for the stirrups with a flap to cover the stirrup leather. It was ingenious actually, and his respect for Kendra went up a notch.

“Need something, Cash?” Jorge sat in a lawn chair just outside the barn smoking a cigar as he waited for the guests.

“Yes. Where can I find one of these covers?”

Jorge smiled. “Pretty snazzy, huh? They’re on the second shelf on the left in the tack room.”

He tipped his hat. “Thanks.”

“And if you’re going to want privacy, take one of the left-hand trails. I’ll be taking guests up the right one.” Jorge winked.

Hunter gave him a quick nod and strode back into the barn.

“Everything okay?” Adriana’s smile was tentative. “I mean, if you don’t want to do this, that’s fine.”

Here was his out. He could walk away from spending the next couple hours with her, but he couldn’t do that. Getting her hopes up then bailing out was not his way. “No, just need something first.”

He continued to the tack room. What the fuck was wrong with him? This was his idea and now he didn’t want to go? He was more messed up than he thought. Pulling a saddle cover from the shelf, he returned to Elsa. After pulling the strings tight that kept the material on, he finally understood how they could offer naked riding.

He beckoned Adriana over. “You will want to mount a horse from her left side.”

She listened intently to every word he said, nodding as he explained how to direct the horse and slow it down. Finally, he helped her mount.

Adriana looked around. “This is higher than I expected.” The worry in her voice was clear. “There’s no seatbelt on this?” She actually looked behind her to check the saddle.

He stifled a chuckle. “It’s like riding a motorcycle. No seat belt.”

“What about a helmet?”

“I can check the tack room. I wouldn’t be surprised if there were some in there.”

“Are we going to go fast?”

He studied her. She held the reins in one hand, but she clutched the saddle horn with the other. It was the first time he’d seen her look uneasy.

“No, I will keep it to a walk this time.” He kept his voice low like he would to soothe a wounded soldier.

She gave him a nod. “Then I’ll stick to my cowgirl hat.”

He had to give her credit. She was nervous but determined.

He mounted Romeo, the feel of having a horse beneath him again an instant relaxant. He should have done this long ago.

“Oh my.” Adriana had her hand over her heart.

“What?” He scanned her to make sure he hadn’t screwed something up. “Everything alright?”

“More than alright.” Her gaze roamed over him. “You really do know what you’re doing.”

Her admiration had his male ego rearing its head again. He put a lid on it. “Elsa will naturally follow Romeo, so unless she tries to go off the trail, just enjoy the ride.”

“I plan to.” Adriana winked, a clear indication she was thinking of a different ride.

He ignored his cock’s movement and started Romeo out the barn. He looked back to see Elsa following, but Adriana’s eyes were wide.

Holy shit. It hit him. She wasn’t making innuendos because she was interested in sex. She used sex to hide her fear. She used sex to keep her distance. As contradictory as it sounded, his gut told him he was right.

When they came outside, the guests had arrived for their sunset trail ride and waved, causing Jorge to stop his instructions and turn around. “Enjoy your ride.”

This time Adriana laughed, but it wasn’t her usual relaxed one. “Oh, I plan to.”

Hunter continued to walk Romeo to the trailhead clearly marked by a wooden sign with a horse’s head burnt into it. The sun was definitely lower now, but sunset was still awhile off.

He looked back to check on Elsa and Adriana. Elsa was doing fine, but Adriana seemed surprised.

When she saw him looking at her, she smiled wide. “I didn’t realize how much hip action there was in riding a horse. I should have worn my split panties with the center string of pearls.”

Aw, fuck. He turned back around, his swelling cock very uncomfortable with the ride. Maybe Adriana just used sex for everything, good and bad.

When he came to the first fork in the trail, he stayed left as Jorge suggested. He really didn’t feel like socializing with the guests. Shit, he didn’t even feel like talking to Adriana.

As he walked Romeo between a dense grove of mesquite trees and a steep ravine wall, they came out into an area that looked made for a picnic. The little creek was running steadily after recent rains and the desert had started blooming with yellow sun cups, hot pink fairydusters, and a smattering of blue dicks. He didn’t plan to tell Adriana the name of those particular flowers.

“Oh wow, look at this.” She brought Elsa along beside him as if she’d ridden for years. “Are these wildflowers?”

He nodded. “This will make as good a place as any for dinner.”

She didn’t say anything, so he looked over at her. She was smiling from ear to ear.

Not sure why she was so happy, he dismounted and came over to her. “Now swing your right leg over without hitting Elsa’s rump while holding on to the saddle horn, then lower yourself slowly.”

He held the reins and stood nearby, waiting to catch her if she fell.

She dismounted perfectly. “Oh, I am definitely going to have to take up riding. Maybe you could give me lessons.” She batted her eyelashes at him before laughing out loud.

He gripped Elsa’s reins to avoid taking Adriana in his arms and kissing her. She was a life magnet, enticing him with her exuberation.

He didn’t reply. Instead, he led Romeo and Elsa to the stream in case they wanted to drink. It hadn’t been a strenuous walk for the horses, but the desert air was dry so it couldn’t hurt.

He pulled the food from the saddle bags on Romeo and looked back toward the trail.

Adriana was walking through the wildflowers. She picked each one and smelled it before sticking it into her hair below her hat. They weren’t staying. They slowly slipped through, creating a cascade of color on one side of her face.

The woman’s sexiness appeared exaggerated in the natural setting. Her long legs in her short cowboy boots just begged him to spread them.

He tore his gaze away and pulled out the rough blanket he’d found in the tack room. At least he’d thought to bring it or they’d be sitting on the dirt. He untied his rifle as well and brought that to a relatively clear spot. Leaning his gun between the branches of a palo verde tree, he spread the blanket and dropped the bag on it.

Adriana joined him, plopping her ass down next to the bag and opening it. “Hmm, not exactly fine dining, but it’s a picnic.” She pulled out the bread, meat, cheese, waters and strawberries then she tipped the bag upside down and shook. She looked at him. “That’s it?”

He shrugged as he sat cross-legged on the blanket. “It’s the best you get on the spur of the moment.”

She pouted. “And here I thought you’d been planning this all day. But a girl can’t be picky.”

She made short work of making up the sandwiches, using the plastic bag as her table. She handed him one.

“Thanks.”

“Anytime, cowboy.” She wiggled her brows before looking down to create her own sandwich.

He’d wolfed down half of his by time she finished making her own.

“Damn, you’re one hungry hombre. Let me know if you need another sandwich.”

He would definitely need another, but he could make it himself. He wasn’t going to have her interrupt her meal to wait on him.

They sat in silence for a while, eating their dinner and watching the butterflies and occasional bee flit between the flowers. There were other flying insects as well, but not nearly as colorful.

He finished his first sandwich and started making his second.

“Hey, I can do that for you.”

“No, I know how. You eat.”

“Because I need my energy?” She gave him a seductive look.

Shit, if she could make him horny over a ham sandwich, what would he do when it came to the strawberries?

He’d just started his second sandwich when she turned her attention to the luscious fruit. “Did I tell you these are my favorite fruit or was it sheer luck that you brought them?” She opened the plastic box and took one out, but stared at him.

He swallowed his mouthful. “Just luck.”

“Very good luck, I’d say.” She held on to the green leaves at the end of the strawberry and bit into it, her lips almost matching the redness of the fruit.

He couldn’t take his gaze from her mouth, his body tensing over the pure sensuousness of her action.

When she bit off the rest of the fruit and dropped the green leaves on the bag, he turned back to his sandwich, even though his hunger for food had disappeared.

Adriana held a strawberry out to him. “Open up.”

Two could play at this game. He opened his mouth and she eased the strawberry in. He made as if to close it then leaned forward and enveloped her fingers and pulled.

Her eyes widened, even as their warm brown irises darkened. She released the strawberry and pulled her fingers from his mouth. “You’re being naughty.”

He positioned the strawberry in his mouth to bite off the leafy end and spit it out onto the desert floor. He chewed the sweet fruit, losing all appetite for the rest of his sandwich.

Adriana took her time to enjoy each strawberry, occasionally feeding one to him. Her half-lidded eyes and sage scent drew him in. His cock was hard and he wanted in her pants, but he didn’t want a repeat of the other day. Hard and fast was not his norm. At least it never had been.

To break the seductive aura she created around them, he took a bite of the sandwich he no longer wanted. He swallowed and gulped down some water. “Why did you join the bordello?”

The question had barely formed in his mind when it came out his mouth, and he kicked himself for asking, especially when she gave him a startled look.

“It’s complicated.” She bit another strawberry in half.

Now that it was out there, he couldn’t let it go. “I have time.”

She gave him a disgruntled face and shrugged. “In junior high school, I discovered I was very popular with the boys and a pariah to the girls. By time I was thirteen, I’d lost my virginity to a fifteen-year-old.”

He stifled his surprise, careful not show any reaction. His instinct told him she was looking for a judgment she could argue with. When he didn’t say anything, she continued.

“It was my first time and his, and we didn’t have a clue about what we were doing, but we liked it enough to try again. We finally got it right and it was good, but there was something missing for me.”

“An orgasm?”

She nodded. “How’d you know?”

He smirked. “I was nineteen before I figured out that women didn’t have one just because I did.”

She laughed. “A lot of boys in my high school didn’t get that. After dating a few, of course I got a reputation, especially from the girls who now hated me with a passion. I was by far the most unique-looking girl in school.”

He didn’t doubt that for an instant.

“I decided I didn’t need the crap at school, so I stopped dating classmates. I started cocktail waitressing when I was sixteen. Of course, on paper I was bussing tables.” She winked. “But I could make over a hundred dollars a night in tips. That was a huge amount of money for someone my age.”

Shit, if he’d made that much when he was sixteen, he’d have been in heaven.

“It didn’t take me long to figure out I could make a hell of a lot more if I took some of the men up on their offers. Even then I wouldn’t sleep with a man who was married or had a girlfriend, but at that age, I was still naïve and thought it was fun.”

“What did your mother say?”

Adriana’s face closed up, the first time he’d ever seen that happen and it fired up his curiosity.

“There wasn’t much she could say. I did my own thing by then. She was always a doormat. Pretty, but no backbone at all.”

“Did your father know?”

Her face paled so much at the mention of her father that his gut tightened, afraid of what he’d hear next.

“He was dead. He died when I was eight.”

“Heart attack?”

She swayed and he steadied her. With his other hand, he shoved her water bottle at her. “Drink. It’s still hot out here.”

She did as he suggested, but her color didn’t return.

He was an ass for not telling her to forget it, but he wanted to know what had made her who she was. He didn’t question why, he just had to know.

She screwed the cap back on the water bottle. “He was working with coyotes to smuggle people into the US. Things went south. He probably didn’t pay them all the money he owed them or something. They killed him. It wasn’t pretty.”

His body tensed with protectiveness as he imagined what Adriana, the child, must have witnessed. “You’re lucky they didn’t hurt you.”

“I hid as soon as the door busted in. Even then I was smarter than my mother.”

He wanted to pull her into his arms. He understood. He needed her to know that. “I’ve seen a lot overseas. It can be hard to live with. Some guys can’t function at all when they get back. Others, like me, make it through somehow, but the dreams can really mess you up.” He looked away from her. “It changes you. You aren’t the person you were before something like that happens.”

Images of the men he’d carried to waiting helicopters came unbidden to his mind. They were still breathing, but blood was everywhere. Sometimes another soldier would run up, before the chopper went airborne, to make sure they had the limb or finger or whatever physical piece of the wounded man was missing. None of them wanted to leave any part of themselves behind.

But the fact was, they did. The first time he left his naiveté and innocence. The second time, he left his pride and his peace.

Her hand on his arm snapped him out of the dark path he’d gone down. They were talking about her.

He had to ask. “When did you decide to make a career of sex?” He figured that was the most diplomatic way to put it.

She grinned, clearly pleased with herself and her color returned. “Oh, that’s easy. I was eighteen and agreed to meet this guy after work, to make that extra money. He was from Nevada and I was in Southern California at the time where prostitution is illegal. I hadn’t been caught, but the police had started nosing around.”

She took another strawberry and bit it in half, taking her time to chew it and swallow, her lips mesmerizing him as they moved.

“Anyway, this particular guy was a hunk from Reno and I was shocked he had to pay for it. When I got into his car behind the gas station, I gave him a condom and told him he had to wear it. He laughed and told me I should be in Nevada where they had whole counties where prostitution was legal.

I tucked that away in my brain, thinking I’d look into it, but that night, with him, I had my first orgasm. I was so thrilled, I offered to service him all the way back to Nevada if he’d take me with him. He did.”

She finished off a strawberry and took a sip of water. Hunter had a dozen questions he wanted to ask, but it was always best to let a suspect ramble. She wasn’t a suspect in his mind, but the techniques he’d learned on the force had come in handy more than once.

“As it turned out, he was a regular at Mrs. B’s. He said he paid for it there because the girls got to choose who they wanted to do and he knew they were clean. I think that’s what he liked about me.” Adriana gave him a sly look. “You liked that, too.”

He nodded, but still didn’t interrupt.

“He also liked it because he enjoyed sex, but women he’d been with always wanted a relationship and he just wasn’t there. I’m so thankful he was honest with me because he clarified exactly how I’d always felt. Sex is fun, but why did it have to come with all the baggage? I mean, I was eighteen and he was twenty-two. So I figured if he could go to Mrs. B’s to have sex and avoid a relationship, then I could work there for the same reason.”

His mind whirred with all she’d revealed. His therapists’ words echoed in his head about avoidance issues, but they never said anything about sex being used that way. She looked expectantly at him.

“If you were happy there, why did you leave?”

Adriana shrugged, showing more of her cleavage with the movement, and he wasn’t oblivious.

“When Kendra asked me to come here, I’d been at the bordello for over ten years and I figured it had served its purpose. I was ready for a change.”

He gave her a devilish grin of his own. “But you still love sex.”

“You can say that again, and again and again.” She laughed. He liked her laugh. It wasn’t just uninhibited, it was a full throated, husky laugh that made him feel good again.

She eyed him shrewdly. “So when are you going to show me that body of yours?”

He tensed. “It’s not a pretty sight.”

She waved his comment aside. “Oh please. I’ve already seen most of the back side and it was hot.”

He frowned. “When did you see my back side?”

Adriana’s smile faded. “The second time I broke into your casita. I haven’t done it again. I know you’re pretty touchy about that. Remember, I fell asleep on your love seat?”

She waited for him to nod.

“You were having a bad dream, so I crawled into bed with you. When you calmed down, I left.” She lifted her chin, daring him to make something of it.

Shit, he was too shocked to be angry with her. He’d never had anyone remain unscathed after touching him during one of his nightmares. Even the nurses in the hospital in Germany had called him “Biene” or bee because of his tattoo and because if they tried to wake him up from his nightmare, he came out of it swinging. They finally left him to wrestle his personal demons on his own.

He should thank her, but he just couldn’t make his mouth move as he attempted to grasp that she’d made them go away. That had to mean something.

Her look of defiance changed to concern as both her chin and brows lowered. “You have a lot of nightmares?”

He looked away and shrugged.

“I used to have them after my father died, but I think I grew out of them, mostly.”

He turned back to her at that. Her brown eyes reminded him of maple syrup, but they weren’t sweet, just filled with compassion. This was the Adriana beneath the brash façade. He cupped her face with his hand and brought his lips within an inch of hers. “I need you.”

She inhaled at his words, but she closed the distance between them and kissed him. It was a tentative kiss before he parted his lips and let her take the lead. She didn’t rush it. Her arms wrapped around his neck and she deepened the kiss, making it sensual… and caring?

He moved his hands to her waist as she sat, her legs bent and to the side. He wanted to keep this new Adriana with him, find out what she was like. He stroked her back where it was bare, enjoying the feel of her smooth skin.

When she pulled back, she gave him a shy smirk, but it wasn’t the practiced one she always used. “I want to see you, no matter how imperfect you are.”

His gut tensed. “No woman has seen me since I came home. Are you sure it’s what you want?”

She nodded. “Yes.”

He took a deep breath and nodded.

Her hands moved to the buttons on his shirt, undoing them one by one. When she reached the spot where it was tucked into his jeans, she stopped and placed her hands on his stomach. Slowly, she spread them up his torso, taking the shirt with them.

His body came alive at her touch, starved for the feeling. He closed his eyes, letting his body communicate to him its joy as she moved the material over his shoulders. Was it animal instinct or psychological need that caused such bliss?

“Nice.” Her voice was husky.

He opened his eyes as she moved her hands back down over his chest and across his abdominals. When she reached his jeans, again her gaze came up to meet his. Appreciation shone in her eyes.

“I have to see it all.” She pulled her legs under her to kneel and unbuttoned his cuffs. First, she smoothed the material down until his hands were free, then she ran her hands from his shoulders to his wrists.

He grasped her hands in his, intertwining their fingers. It had been so long since he’d had his skin touched, stroked. He wanted to savor every second. He raised his right hand with hers clasped in it and kissed her knuckles, bringing her gaze from his body back to his face.

Uncertainty flashed in her eyes before she looked at his left arm and turned that hand within hers. “Oh wow. I love this tat.”

He glanced down at his arm and grimaced at the five inch by four inch angry bee tattoo. “Really?”

She laughed. “Yes, really. Why the mean bee?”

“Let’s just say it was a leftover from my brief rodeo days.”

She shook her head and peered at it closer. “Uh-uh. I want the full story.”

“It’s not much of a story. I was a scrawny kid back then, but for some reason every time I got on a bull, the damn thing went nuts, as in, more than usual. My friends teased me that I was like a bee and I stung every bull I rode. No one wanted to ride after me because they couldn’t stay on for more than a second.”

She finally lifted her head. “But he has something in his hands.”

He turned his arm away. “Boxing gloves.”

She gave him a sly smile. “And…”

“The teasing got bad until I couldn’t walk by without the guys buzzing at me. One day, after a particularly bad ride, the wrong guy buzzed and I popped him one. Laid him out cold. It was a stupid thing to do, but I was pretty proud of myself. That night, my friends talked me into getting the tattoo.”

“I think it’s sexy.”

“Of course you do. What girl wouldn’t think an angry bee with boxing gloves was sexy?”

She gave him a quick kiss on the lips, squeezing his hands at the same time. “You are one hot cowboy with that mean tattoo, black hat and no shirt, but as tempting as you are right now, I’m determined to see all of you, so…” She raised her hands with his. “You have to let me go for that.”

His mouth quirked. She’d made it clear she was not a submissive. He didn’t want a submissive. He wanted to share their bodies, not take her over like he had the last time. He released her hands, curious what she would do next.

She surprised him. Instead of reaching for his belt, she undid the buttons on her own shirt and slipped it off. Her breasts were perfect, but natural. Not too high on her chest, but full with dark-colored areolas that just begged for his attention.

His cock began to grow, but the need to have her chest pressing against his made it difficult to stay still and wait for her.

She threw her hat to the side and ran her fingers over her scalp before flicking her straight hair behind her.

He itched to feel its silkiness across his bare skin.

Then her hands were on his belt buckle, expertly unfastening it and unzipping his jeans.

His hard cock sprang loose.

She cupped it with her hand and leaned over to examine it. With her other hand, she traced the veins that throbbed with need like a palm reader followed a believer’s heart line. But there was no heart involved with Adriana. Or was there?

Impressions of her as he’d seen her, pitching in to help Kendra, teasing Andrew, educating Lacey, praising Selma, darted through his mind. These were the people in the pictures on her phone. She was connected to them. She loved them in her way, even if she didn’t know it.

In that moment, with her hands cradling his cock, he wanted to be connected to her more than physically.

She released him and tugged on his waistband. “Cowboy, you’re going to have to wriggle your butt out of these so I can pull them off.”

He shook his head. “Boots come first.”

“Tell me about it.” With those words, Adriana sat back on her butt and pulled off her own. She wiggled her toes and sighed. “I’m being spoiled this week, not having to wear these all day.”

He grabbed one of her feet and pulled it into his lap.

“Hey, what are you doing?” She tried to take her foot back.

“I’m massaging your foot.” He slipped off her sock and rubbed his thumb into her arch.

“You’re not one of those guys who has a foot fetish, are you?” She moaned as he moved his fingers over her heel. “I mean it’s okay if you are. I just didn’t peg you for one.”

He chuckled. “No, I have no fetish. From your sigh after taking your boots off, it was obvious you needed a little relief.”

She looked at him strangely.

Not having any idea what might be going on inside that mind of hers besides sex, he continued to work on her foot, just inches away from his exposed cock. The difference in their skin color was particularly stark since he’d never been in the sun nude.

When she leaned back and closed her eyes, he set her foot aside and pulled the other onto his lap.

The sun had started to lower and shadows began to invade the ravine on the opposite side of the creek. It was still warm where they sat, but it would turn cooler once the sun set. As he rubbed, he enjoyed the view of Adriana’s naked torso. Her darker skin was like an aphrodisiac. The perpetually tan, healthy color called to him, his hands always itching to touch it.

When he finished his massage, he set her foot aside and stretched out his legs.

Adriana opened her eyes. “That was utter heaven.”

He toed off one boot. “Haven’t you ever had your feet massaged?”

“Yeah, a little, if I get a pedicure, but it’s been over a year and my old pedicurist didn’t have big strong hands like yours.” She wiggled her brow, making the comment a sexual innuendo.

There it was. When he did something nice for her, she made it sexual to hide her discomfort. If he had his way, she was going to be a whole lot more uncomfortable before he started work tonight. The woman needed to know she had value beyond her sex appeal.

He toed off his other boot and stood.

Adriana knelt again, her eyes on his cock.

If she kept her gaze there, he’d have a whole lot harder time keeping this slow. He turned around. Maybe if she saw exactly what she was in for, it would cool her off a bit.

“Hey, are you shy or something? Don’t forget, I’ve already seen your back side, or most of it.”

He didn’t respond. He just dropped his jeans and stepped out of them.

There was silence behind him.


Chapter Ten
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She was probably trying to swallow her disgust. He’d seen the backs of his legs. They weren’t pretty. After two tours in Afghanistan, two IEDs and a mortar, he had enough scars to qualify as Frankenstein.

His buddies had joked with him that he protected his pretty face, but the fact was, it was pure luck. The back of his head was a real mess.

Adriana’s hand on his ass surprised him.

“Crap, you’re built.” Her voice was husky once again and his cock responded.

He started to turn.

“No, stay like that a minute.” Her hands smoothed over his butt and squeezed.

Again, that human touch after so long had his eyes closing in sheer bliss. Her hands made their way across his thighs, squeezing his tense muscles here and there. When they reached his calves, he held his breath, those and the back of his head were the most messed up.

Adriana’s hands didn’t hesitate, stroking over his muscles there. “Your calves aren’t nearly as bad as one of Kendra’s.”

Surprised by her statement, he turned around.

Adriana’s eyes widened and a guttural moan came from the back of her throat. “Freakin-a, Cowboy. I’m going to come just looking at you.”

She reached for his thighs, but he caught her hands, and pulled her up to stand in front of him. “I want to feel you against me.” He clamped his jaw tight, pissed that he’d said that out loud.

Adriana didn’t give him her usual seductive smile. Instead, she pulled her hands from his and unbuttoned her shorts.

Shit. He hadn’t meant to reveal that particular need to her. She must think him odd for sure.

When she dropped her shorts to the blanket, she was bare.

As much as he wanted to resist the primal need growing inside him, he was weak. He pulled her body against him and held her there.

Every spot where her soft skin touched his hard body burst with joy. It was the least sexual embrace he’d ever had with a woman while naked before sex.

She laid her head on his shoulder, her silky hair falling against his skin and down her back. He stroked it, revealing in its silky texture. He wanted it against him, everywhere.

He closed his eyes, embracing her warmth and feminine curves. His withdrawal from human contact had been a gradual thing and completely unconscious. Now, he felt like a starved man before a banquet. Taking calming breaths, he held it together.

He felt Adriana tilt her head back and opened his eyes to meet her concerned gaze.

“Hey, you okay?”

He tried to push a word past his suddenly closed throat, but it wouldn’t go. He nodded instead and gave her a partial grin.

“Okay, just checking. I wouldn’t want you to pass out or anything.”

At that, he did chuckle. “Not a chance.” Without warning, he scooped her up into his arms and knelt down on the blanket.

“Oh, I could get used to that.” She gave him a seductive smile.

He ignored it. No way he would rush this. He lowered her to the blanket and lay down on his side next to her.

She immediately rolled toward him, hooking a leg over his own. Her shaved mons brushed his cock lightly.

He hardened more, anxious to be inside her but determined to take it slow. He pulled her hair over her shoulder and across his body. It was comforting and titillating all at once.

She leaned in and kissed him, but he wouldn’t let her inside. Instead, he stroked her back.

Obviously feeling thwarted, she pulled away a couple inches and reached for his cock. He caught her hand and rolled her onto her back, her hair sliding off him to fall onto the blanket.

She looked at him from beneath lowered lashes. “Whoa, looks like my cowboy wants to ride.”

The length of his body pressed against hers filled empty places in his psyche, calming his sexual need. He raised an eyebrow. “Looks can be deceiving.” He kissed the side of her neck where he’d sucked so hard last time.

He followed that with a kiss to her collarbone, her breast bone, the side of her left breast. Shit, he hadn’t even touched that nipple last time they were together. He’d have to remedy that oversight now. After licking the underside of her breast, he moved up to lave her areola until it puckered with need.

As he flicked his tongue against the hard nipple, he glanced up at Adriana’s face. Her head lay against the blanket and her eyes were closed. The rise and fall of her chest told him she was excited. He continued his tongue play, circling and flicking.

She arched toward his mouth and her hands gripped his head, sending his hat onto the blanket. “Crap, Hunter.”

He smiled inside. Not exactly an endearment, but he understood what she wanted. Gently, he took her hard nub between his teeth and moved his jaw back and forth. Her hands tried to burrow into his hair, but it was far too short for her to grab.

He nibbled first then sucked her nipple into his mouth, not hard, but enough to cause sensation. Once he had it inside, he flicked it with his tongue again.

She moaned, loudly, still trying to push him to rush it.

Moving to her other breast, he repeated the same process, determined to be fair this time. When he’d finished his attentions to her breasts, she was panting. Pleased he could bring her so much pleasure so easily, he continued to lick down her body. He stopped at her belly button where he sucked for a moment, then after licking at the small indentation, he moved down to her shaved mons.

He paused as he caught sight of a dove tattoo, no larger than the head of his bee tat, nestled down on the right side of her mons. He’d never noticed it before. It didn’t seem to fit her, but hidden away like it was, it could be a hint of the soft side of Adriana. He kissed it as hope kindled a tiny flame in his heart.

He noticed her hands had stopped moving on his head as if she waited with anticipation. Her wait would be a bit longer. He moved lower, forcing Adriana’s hands to drop from his head.

With his hands on the insides of her knees, he spread her legs farther apart. The shade had caught up to their side of the creek, but it didn’t hide the moistness seeping from her nether lips.

His cock, already hard, jerked at the sight.

Adriana lifted her head. “Do you like what you see?” Her attempt at a sexy smile was not successful.

He hoped that was because she was feeling too good to be purposeful in her seduction. “I do, but I’m sure I’m going to like the taste even more.”

“Oh, hell.” She dropped her head back to the blanket.

He grinned.

Leaning over the juncture of her thighs, he started with her outside labia, licking it from top to bottom. He moved inward, licking first up and down one side before the other. Then he explored her opening, pushing his tongue inside her, curling it up and out to noisily smack his lips as her flavor flowed through his mouth. He thrust inside with his tongue again and let his nose brush across her clit. He felt her knees bend even as her pelvis tilted.

Success buzzed through him, a sensation he hadn’t felt in a long time. Bringing Adriana pleasure awakened his instinct to give.

He pulled his tongue from her sheath and licked upward against her clit.

She moaned, “Yes.”

Happy to oblige, he thrust inside again and licked her juices over her clit, circling it this time. The hard nub combined with her taste was an aphrodisiac he couldn’t get enough of.

Again and again he repeated the action, lost in the sensuous moans Adriana emitted. He wanted her to come. As his tongue took time flicking and circling her clit, he slid two fingers inside her. When her sheath tightened around them, his cock leaked pre-come.

Shit, this was harder than he expected. He continued to play against her clit with his tongue, loving the feel of that hard nub but he didn’t move his fingers. Her hips rose off the blanket and her sheath tighten in anticipation of her orgasm.

Quickly, he removed his fingers.

Her hips hit the ground fast, losing contact with his mouth. “Fuck, Hunter. You’re killing me.”

Her brows were lowered in frustration.

He barely kept a smile from showing. “Don’t reach for it. Just relax. I promise, you’ll be glad you did.”

Her raised brow made it clear she highly doubted him, and this time he couldn’t help his chuckle from escaping. “Just lie back and let me do all the work.”

She shook her head but let it fall back to the blanket.

He returned to her clit, licking and rubbing, adding a series of nips every once in a while with no set pattern, loving the intake of breath it caused on her part even as her hips undulated and he used his hand to push them down.

Finally, when she began to emit tiny sounds, he placed his hand against her mons and sucked her clit.

“Oh God.” Adriana attempted to push up, but he held her still.

She started to whimper, her head rolling back and forth.

Pride filled his veins as he increased and decreased his suction, keeping her near the edge.

“Hunter, your fingers.”

He didn’t answer. He wanted her sheath empty to increase the intensity of her orgasm and to highlight the difference when he entered her.

Her moans grew loud, echoing off the ravine walls, filling his soul with satisfaction even though his cock ached.

He sucked her clit hard and let go, letting his teeth glide against it.

She shuddered before a scream tore from her.

He repeated the action again and again as she came apart under his mouth, victory making him feel invincible…alive.

She grabbed his head and tugged up.

“Done?” He watched as she shook from her orgasm.

She nodded, her panting probably made it hard to speak.

When she started to shiver, he covered her with his body to keep her warm, careful not to let his weight crush her.

Her forehead had beads of sweat near her hairline, and he gently brushed a stray strand of hair away.

She opened her eyes. “That was crazy good.”

“That was the intent.”
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Adriana’s breath caught at the unguarded look in Hunter’s eyes. It wasn’t need this time, it was caring. Uh-uh, that wasn’t part of the program.

She winked at him. “Mission accomplished.”

He nodded with supreme male ego.

He wasn’t supposed to be that good. He wasn’t supposed to make her feel more than the physical, and she definitely felt her heart jumping up and down.

It had to be respect. No one person had been able to give her an orgasm like that and for that long. And the man hadn’t even come yet. She respected that and his ability to play her body so well.

She pressed her hips toward his. “Your turn.”

He shook his head and gave her that devilish smirk. “Not without you.”

“Again?” The word escaped before she could hold it back, but she clamped her mouth shut to avoid revealing any more. She could always fake it. No need for him to know the chances of her coming again, especially after that amazing orgasm, were nil.

“Yes, again. Do you doubt me?” He did look a little put out.

She gave him a sly smile. “Let’s just say I need to see it to believe it.”

“I plan to make a believer out of you, woman.”

A thrill raced from her brain to her core at his words. She wasn’t sure which part excited her, but she liked it.

Hunter lay above her, his weight on his elbows, his ripped chest brushing her nipples, his abs and pelvis tight against her. She pressed her mons into his hard cock.

He cupped her face and kissed her. It wasn’t the gentle kiss of before, but it wasn’t the hot kiss he’d given her the first time they had sex. Instead, it was sensual as he tangled his tongue with hers and touched every part of her mouth.

He pressed his cock against her as if to tease, moving his hips in the motion he would soon start inside her.

Surprisingly, her body responded, her belly tensing with anticipation. She wrapped her arms around him and lifted her chest against him. His body was so hard, it looked like all his muscles were tensed and it felt too good against her womanly curves.

One minute she was kissing him, his body covering her so nicely, and the next he’d rolled over, taking her with him and she lay splayed over him. Now this was a position she really liked. Actually, she liked them all, so it was technically the truth.

Hunter released her lips. “I’m guessing here, but it looked like you enjoyed riding.”

His wit had her cracking up and she let out a laugh. She made eye contact with him before looking at the horses tied near the stream. “I’m so glad you taught me, but I think I need more practice.”

His chuckle vibrated her chest and a ridiculous sense of happiness suffused her at being able to make him laugh. She was supposed to make him come, not laugh, but it was fun.

He moved his arms from around her back and dropped them to the blanket. “Practice away.”

His grin was catchy and she found herself mirroring it before his words penetrated her brain. “Oh.” She sat up onto his thighs, his cock straight up in front of her.

Damn, the man was hard. How he could think she’d find his body anything besides hot baffled her. Then again he did say she was the first woman to see it.

The weight of those words finally penetrated her brain. Crap, he hadn’t been with a woman since before he went overseas. She was a hundred percent sure Hunter would never cheat.

That meant the day at her casita had been his first time in how long? Suddenly, riding him well became important. He deserved this. He’d served his country, been wounded, and come home to what? What happened to his wife or was she gone before he left?

“Did you need a different stallion?” Hunter’s lips were quirked to the side, but his stormy gray eyes of earlier had lightened and sadness seemed to have pervaded his thoughts.

“Absolutely not. This is the only stallion I want right now. I’m just trying to decide the best way to ride.”

He clearly doubted her, so she pushed those heavy thoughts aside. The only one she kept close was that he deserved this.

She laid her hands over his chest and touched every hill and valley made by his strength. Lacey had once described him as a bow about to shoot an arrow and she was right on the money. And she hadn’t even seen his body.

Stifling the excitement that kept distracting her, she moved her hands over his shoulders and the bulges of his biceps and forearms. This time when she did it, he didn’t capture her hands nor did he close his eyes. Instead, he watched her intently as if he expected her to find something she didn’t like.

Freak, there wasn’t a single part of the man’s body she didn’t like. Even his scarred ass was so taut, it caused her sheath to tighten just from looking at it. But his front was almost scar free and far too perfect to be real.

Hmm, maybe she should taste it to be sure. She leaned forward, bracing her hands on the ground and ignoring the hard cock pressed against her abdomen. She licked the hard nipples on his chest, first one then the other, back and forth.

Just as she took one between her teeth, Hunter’s hand came up and brushed the side of her breast before settling on her waist. His touch was gentle and he held her loosely, not directing or restraining in any way.

It reminded her of some of the couples who came to Poker Flat. As they walked into the dining room, the man would have his hand on the small of his lady’s back. It was a gentle touch, caring, but definitely letting every other man in the room know she was his.

The only other male in the immediate area was Romeo, so she doubted that Hunter was claiming her. She should keep her mind on her task, especially because it was a pleasant one.

Lifting her lips from Hunter’s nipple, she couldn’t help kissing his scruffy chin. Everything about the man was too sexy to ignore. He watched her as if he couldn’t wait to see what she would do next.

She sat up again and felt his thigh muscles shift as her weight pushed down on different places. His thighs were as hard as the cock in front of her, which just made her want him inside her more. So what was she waiting for?

She ran her fingernail along the underside of his erection. He was silky, but his veins stood out as the blood filled his cock to capacity. Moisture gathered between her legs, surprising her. She hadn’t even held him yet.

Not willing to question the unbelievable, she held his cock in her hand and stroked down once. With her other hand, she cupped his ball sac, gently rolling it in her hand. When she glanced at Hunter, she found his eyes closed. She much preferred that.

She scooted her hips closer, so he touched her mons. Unable to stop herself, she pressed his cock against her and rubbed the other side. A ripple across his abdomen was the only response that let her know he enjoyed it. The man’s control was just plain amazing.

She viewed it as a challenge, though he hadn’t said anything to make her think so. Lifting herself up, she pushed his erection forward with her hand, holding the tip and brought her opening to connect with the underside. Then she slid herself forward, brushing her clit over the ridge of his head. Zings of pleasure drove straight to her core and her sheath flooded.

She glided back and moved forward again, enjoying the tease to her pussy, the tingles to her clit and the sight of Hunter’s abdomen tensing and releasing with her movements. His hands gently held her hips, making her feel precious.

To have a man affect her in so many ways was unusual. Maybe she could have a second orgasm. Lifting herself higher, she positioned Hunter’s cock at her opening and waited.

He opened his eyes and looked at her, but didn’t say a word. Instead, his hand squeezed her waist lightly before releasing. It was the green light from him, whenever she was ready. Hell, he was too nice, too caring.

She broke his gaze and looked down at where they would link together. Slowly, she let him glide inside, his hard, full cock spreading her sheath as it moved deeper until she lowered herself to his hilt. She sat straight up, tilting her hips, but he hit her cervix and she leaned forward just a bit to release that pressure. The man was big and leaning forward was better.

With practiced skill, she began a slow movement up and down, loving the control she had as she angled herself different ways, feeling him push against her in numerous places. The hot pleasure that accompanied every downward movement built in her core. It was sex, hot, stimulating, raw…but it wasn’t raw.

Uncertainty filled her at the same time Hunter’s other hand clasped her waist and he pushed his hips up.

“Yessss.” The word slipped out as she leaned forward more and pressed her pelvis against him, the pubic hair around his cock brushing against her clit as he filled her with each back and downward motion she made. She panted as everything inside her prepared.

Hunter’s hand moved up to cup her neck. “Kiss me.”

She let him bring her down against his chest, her nipples pressed into his hard pectorals. She held back even as her pelvis ground against him. He didn’t tug at her.

He waited. Her call. Her decision. But it wasn’t. The connection between them was more than physical and he’d figured that out before her. She loved being held to him while they continued to thrust and move against each other. She wanted to be even closer, be a part of him.

Giving in to her need, she lowered her face and let her lips touch his. The kiss was passionate as he thrust his tongue into her mouth like his cock thrust between her legs. His hand on her neck held her there while his other wrapped around her back, pulling her tighter against him, like he wanted to crawl inside her.

She wanted him there.

Her clit charged and her sheath filled, her body tensed for her ecstasy. But she held back, her pulse pounding as she waited for him. She had to have him with her. She sucked at his tongue and wrapped her hands around his head, like she could pull him inside her.

Hunter’s mouth broke from hers. He grunted once before a yell split the air.

He triggered her orgasm, flooding her with his heat and spinning her world out of control.

She held tight, afraid to let go as elation burst through her like the sun’s rays coming over the horizon, blinding everything its beams touched. Hunter, the only solid thing in her universe as her body dissipated into the air in joy.

As her world slowed and her breathing became more regular instead of desperate pants for oxygen, she opened her eyes to find him staring at her, a slight grin on his face and pleasure in his eyes. The pink sky overhead bathed his skin, making him look flush…and happy?

He cupped her head and brought her lips to his for a sweet kiss.

She broke it and lay her head on his shoulder. It had been different. This, what they did, meant something. It wasn’t supposed to. It was sex. That’s all.

Hunter stroked her hair, the gesture intimate. “You’re incredible.”

Her? No, she wasn’t. She was good—no great—at sex. She didn’t qualify for “incredible.” That’s what lovers said to each other. She and Hunter were…. She searched for a word. Nothing fit.

Desperate to feel normal, she squeezed her sheath.

“Whoa, there. Let a man recover his breath at least.” Laughter was clearly in his voice.

She pulled away and sat up. This needed to stop, whatever it was. But even as she contemplated standing up, his hand came down on her waist again.

“What is it? What’s wrong?”

She glanced at him to find his brows lowered in concern.

“Nothing. Why?”

“You’re afraid.”

“I was just giving you a minute, like you asked.” She gave him her seductive smile. “But if you want to go again…” She winked for good measure.

He scowled. “Stop. There’s nothing wrong with feeling something when two people connect.”

She forced her eyes to widen. “Connect? Oh, you mean this?” She pointed to her crotch. “I think we both felt a lot, don’t you?”

He continued to frown, but disappointment came into his eyes. “No man is an island.”

“What?” Now he was going off the deep end.

“Never mind. We should head back. I need to talk to Mac before I start work.”

His hands left her waist, and she swallowed a moan of disappointment. What was wrong with her? This was what she wanted, for him to keep his distance. Wasn’t it?

She didn’t look at him, not willing to watch his face as she pulled away. She stood, effectively disconnecting them in more ways than one. Looking for her clothes, she found her shorts first and pulled them on, keeping her back to him.

She hadn’t even buttoned them when his arm came around her waist and his hand came over her mouth.

He whispered in her ear, “Shh, don’t move.”

What? If this was some scare tactic…

“Mountain lion.”

Oh, crap. She nodded to show she understood.

When he released her, he walked without a sound to his rifle. The man’s movements were as smooth as any cat she’d ever seen.

Hunter raised his rifle to something behind her, and she slowly turned her head in that direction. Her knees shook and threatened to buckle as she stared at the cat in the growing darkness, sitting on a small outcropping, no more than ten feet away and just above their heads. Fear that it would pounce on her was the only thing that kept her upright.

The shot rang out and a piece of stone split off from the outcropping just inches under the cat. It turned and leapt up the canyon wall.

“Fuck.” She dropped to the blanket, her hand over her heart as she gasped for breath.

Hunter crouched down and laid his hand on her shoulder. “It’s okay, he’s gone.”

She lunged against him, toppling him over, but he grasped her to him as she shook in his arms. She couldn’t help it. The animal was beautiful on television, but up close and personal was more than she could handle.

“It’s okay.” Hunter repeated his words as he rubbed her back with one hand.

Her mind knew that, but her body still needed to catch up. She held on tight, thanking her stars Hunter had thought to bring a gun, had been there, and held her now. What a wimp she was.

She pulled her head back to look at him. “You missed.”

He grinned. “No. I didn’t want to hurt him, just scare him. This is his home more than ours.”

“Oh. Then nice shot.” Her heart started to return to normal. “I wonder if Jorge knows we have a mountain lion nearby. I’ve never heard anyone mention one. I thought you brought the rifle for rattlesnakes.”

“I did.” He smirked. “I’ll tell Jorge and Wade. If a mountain lion has made his home nearby, they may want to close this trail and develop another.”

Feeling a bit more like herself, she finally let go of him. “Who’s to say? It could be a she?” She started to stand up when she noticed two things. He’d already donned his hat and he had a burr stuck on the bottom of his foot. “Wait, don’t move.”

He immediately looked behind him.

“No, nothing threatening. Let me see your foot.”

Hunter bent his foot to look at it himself.

“You’re such a man. Give it to me.” Despite his affronted look, he let her have his foot. With her long nails, she carefully extracted the burr and any leftover spikes. “That would have hurt.”

He pulled her toward him. “I didn’t know you cared.”

His kiss was invasive at first, as if he were mad, but it ended tenderly, once again making her uncomfortable. But before she said something stupid, he set her back.

“Better get dressed. We need to go. It’s getting too dark to be out here without a light.”

That she could understand and quickly pulled on her top, socks and cowboy boots. She picked up her crushed straw cowboy hat. “Guess I’m going to need another one of these. No doubt Lacey will take it out of my pay.” She tried to reshape the straw when she remembered her status with Poker Flat. “Then again, I won’t be around long enough for that.”

Hunter pulled her against him again. “Don’t say that. I’m going to find who’s doing this. That’s why I have to talk to Mac. She was doing some research and we need to compare notes to narrow down our suspect pool.”

She shrugged, not wanting him to know how much she was depending on his abilities. “I’m just preparing for the worst and hoping for the best.” She gave him a fake smile and stepped over to Elsa.

Hunter followed her over and gave her a hand up. Once situated comfortably in the saddle, she looked around for the lion. “Why didn’t the horses warn us?”

Hunter swung his leg over Romeo and pulled him around to face her. Fuck, the man was hot. She wished they could have sex all night.

“The breeze was blowing in the wrong direction. That mountain lion is smart. Now, the horses are skittish because of the gunshot. The sooner we get back the better.”

“Lead the way.” She waved her hand at him and he turned, walking Romeo down the trail.

Elsa followed the big quarter horse, in no hurry to investigate anything else after the excitement they’d had. Adriana felt the same way.


Chapter Eleven
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Hunter finished his first pass around the staff casitas, main building and guest casitas. He wanted to talk to Mac before he headed up to the garage.

He’d been late getting back with Adriana and then he had to explain the gunshot to Jorge, who met them on the trail, concerned for their welfare. That was pretty smart thinking on his part because there was almost no cell reception out there unless a person wanted to hike to the top of the ravine.

Now, he wanted to know what Mac had found. He strode across the fork in the dirt road and stood near the barn. He flashed the light from his phone a couple times and waited.

The door of the stable manager’s office closed behind him and he spun around.

Mac walked toward him. “So now you’re chasing mountain lions, too?”

He shook his head. “That was a little closer than I would have liked, but I’m glad everyone is aware. As long as he has plenty of rabbits and coyotes, we should be safe, but Jorge agreed we should keep the doors to the barn closed at night.”

“Ah, I was wondering why they were shut.” She glanced at the large barn doors before returning her gaze to him. “So I’m guessing you want to know what I found.”

He nodded. After this afternoon, he was glad he’d let Mac take over the investigation of the swingers forum. He probably would have thrown his laptop out the window halfway through it. He understood Adriana loved sex and had slept with a lot of people, but now that they had made love, though she was still fighting it, he didn’t want to know what people thought of her.

He still struggled with what it was they did have. It was more than just sex.

“I’ll tell you this, you don’t ever want to read those.” Mac shook her head. “What some people wrote about Adriana had my blood boiling. I think you’d be ready to kill.”

He didn’t deny his interest in Adriana. How could he when Mac had seen him sucking on Adriana’s neck the first time he’d kissed her and knew he’d been on the trail with her? “Were you able to find anyone who might hold a grudge against her?”

“There were a few posters that stood out. There was Dds4love, but I highly doubt it’s your Dom. The tone is like a woman whining or pouting.”

“That would be the sub. She was upset, but I don’t think she’s the type to do anything beyond complain unless her Dom tells her to, which he very well could.”

“Okay. The second one was PattiCake who is obviously the little blonde from the foursome. She posts every night, really late. Either she’s posting about what they are doing, have done, or what she’d like to do and Adriana is definitely someone she’d like to do.”

“I’ve been wondering about her. I’ll cross reference her with the guest list and locations. You said there was a third person speaking about Adriana?”

Mac laughed. “No, I said there were a few who stood out. There were over two hundred people talking about Adriana, but from what I read, it was only a couple dozen who’d actually slept with her.”

Hunter fisted his hands to control the anger that built fast. It was stupid, but he couldn’t help it. “So the third person is?”

“The third is Stud21.” She rolled her eyes. “I actually tracked names up to Stud153. Talk about not being creative or having big egos. Stud21 is pretty impressed with himself, but it sounds like Adriana wasn’t and didn’t accept his invitation. His posts are a bit like a stalker’s.”

“In what way?”

“He writes about what Adriana wore. When she went to the stock room. What time she closed the bar. He even mentioned what she had for lunch.”

Hunter opened his mouth, but Mac held up her hand.

“And yes, he has been here when the judge was here.”

He didn’t like the sound of that. “Has he been here this week?”

Mac nodded.

“Great, Stud21 doesn’t give me a lot to go on.”

“No, but we know he’s a swinger, and I can tell you from his posts, he’s married.”

Hunter relaxed. “That does help. We don’t get a lot of swingers. As soon as I’m off shift, I’ll cross reference those with what I’ve found and I should be able to track down who it is. Then I can gather the evidence I need to help Adriana press charges. Thank you.”

“Glad I could help.” Mac started to leave, but Hunter grasped her arm.

She broke through his grip and turned around, foot flying toward his groin.

He pulled his hips back just in time. “Shit, Mac, I wasn’t attacking you.”

She grimaced. “Sorry. Just instinct.”

That was a shit more than instinct, but he wasn’t going to ask. “If you ever need my help, all you have to do is ask.”

“Good to know.” She gave him a nod before heading toward the Old West town.

He’d been skeptical when Kendra had hired Mac, but she’d just proved she was a good team player, not to mention physically able.

He strode back to the fork in the road to head for the garage. His mind whirred with possibilities. He was anxious to figure out who Stud21 was and find a photo of him. He would also check the guest casita lights from above and keep a closer eye on the foursome. And just to be sure he left no stone unturned, he’d cross reference all three in the Dom-Dom-sub relationship.

There was a new urgency in his investigations. At first, using his old skills had made him feel awake again, but now his gut said if he didn’t figure out who was behind all this, Adriana would be gone either because Kendra couldn’t afford to keep her around or more likely, Adriana would simply leave.

It had taken all he had to pretend he couldn’t see she was almost completely packed. The fact was, he didn’t want her to go.
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Adriana reluctantly opened her eyes at the noise coming from her front door. “It figures.”

Throwing the covers off her nude body, she padded through the living room in her bare feet. Whoever was pounding on her door deserved to find her naked. She’d been having the best dream with Hunter, a sex swing, and nipple clips.

She pulled the door open fast. “What?”

Lacey stilled, her fist in midair. “We need to talk.”

She squinted at the sunlight streaming in behind Lacey. “What time is it?”

Lacey brushed by her. “It’s eleven. Now can you please throw something on? This is an emergency.”

Adriana closed the door. “Fine, fine. Only for you.” She walked into her bedroom and pulled a red silk robe off a hanger. She’d been thinking of giving it away, which is why it had escaped a box.

Tying it, she strode into the living room and headed straight to the kitchen. “Okay, talk while I make coffee.”

Lacey sat on one of the kitchen counter chairs. “I was balancing your checkbook.”

She measured out the coffee and dumped it in the maker. “Is it that time of the month already?”

“Yes, and there are some major discrepancies.”

Her stomach contracted. Crap, had she overdrawn again? She filled the coffeepot with water and poured it in. “Okay, give it to me straight. How much?”

“Around three thousand seven hundred and fifty dollars.”

She spun around and faced her friend. “There’s no fucking way I spent that much. Someone must have hacked my account.” Great, just what she needed now.

Lacey shook her head. “No, you’re not overdrawn. That’s how much more money is in your account versus what you wrote in your checkbook.”

“What? How?” She leaned against the counter, wishing the coffee was ready because her brain was definitely not working.

“That’s what I came here to find out. Where did the extra money come from?”

“I haven’t a clue. This makes no sense. When did this money appear?” Had she rubbed some old lamp and had her secret wish granted? No, any genie smart enough to grant wishes would have given her a thousand men, not a thousand dollars.

She pushed away the image of Hunter that flashed through her head.

Lacey pulled out a slip of paper with her neat handwriting. “They appeared on two different days this week. The first day had two deposits and the second had three. Two of the deposits were for over a thousand dollars each.”

The coffeemaker beeped it was ready and Adriana poured herself a cup. Taking a sip, she tried to make her brain work. She leaned back against the sink and faced Lacey. “Who would deposit money into my account? It’s not like I’ve been having sex for pay. Wouldn’t someone steal the money, not give it to me?”

Lacey’s brows lowered in worry. “I bet it was that photo site Kendra told me about.”

Beyond pissed off, she slammed her coffee mug down on the counter, sloshing hot coffee over her hand, but she didn’t care. “Fuckin-a! I didn’t set that up, so how could I get the money from it?”

Lacey’s eyes widened. “What if someone had your bank account number?”

That Lacey believed her lowered her anger back down to a simmer. “Now how could someone—” Lacey’s knowing look had her thinking. “Crap, my car. That’s why they broke into my car, to get my bank account number. They didn’t have to take anything. All they needed was to snap a photo and move on.”

Lacey looked like she was about to cry. “Kendra is going to hear of this eventually, even if I don’t tell her.”

Hell, her prospects looked so bleak, she didn’t think it mattered. “No, go ahead and tell her. I don’t want you to lose your job, too. Last Chance Ranch needs your income as well as Cole’s. I can’t put myself before all those horses you save.”

Lacey stood and came into the kitchen, her intention obvious. She wanted to give her a hug.

Adriana put her hands out in front of her. “No, I can’t deal with a hug right now. Just go back to work. I’ll figure this out.”

Lacey eyes revealed her hurt, but she nodded and stepped back. “Let me know if you discover anything.”

She snorted. “Yeah, will do.”

Lacey gave her one last sympathetic look and left.

“Fuck.” She lowered her head to the kitchen counter and closed her eyes. What had she done to deserve this? Who the hell was messing with her life? If she got her hands on them—

Adriana snapped her head up. “No more vacation.” Stalking into her bedroom, she pulled open the top drawer of her nightstand and pulled out her 357 Magnum. From now on, this baby would be with her no matter where she went. She was done being the victim.

An image of her mother’s unemotional eyes made her pause. The day her father was shot, the coyotes had taken her mother into the bedroom and raped her. As a child, she had no idea what they were doing, but her mother’s screams had kept her from finding out. However, they had motivated her to crawl out of her hiding place and across the bloody floor to her father’s body and pull his cell phone from his belt. Even then she knew the coyotes were bad men.

The lady’s voice on the other end of the phone when she called 9-1-1 had calmed her down. She’d crawled back into the cabinet that was supposed to contain an entertainment center, but they didn’t have one. She stayed there until the police arrived, the lady on the phone talking to her the whole time.

Nope, she was no one’s victim. Adding bullets to the gun, she rested it on the bed and dressed in a pair of jeans, tank top, and long sleeve button down. She tucked the gun into the back of her jeans, underneath the shirt.

Right now, she had no idea who was after her, but things could get pretty sticky, especially for Poker Flat. She stilled. The place had felt like home, probably because she’d been given one when she was hired.

Kendra had built the staff casitas because the resort was out in the middle of nowhere, the closest town fifteen miles away. Adriana didn’t want something to happen to Poker Flat just because someone had it out for her. She could move on to something else, somewhere else. But first she needed to make sure whoever was after her knew she was leaving.

There was one place she could go to be sure everyone in a thirty-mile radius knew. It was the biggest gossip spot in the area and they served great pizza too. After tying on a pair of strappy high heels, she grabbed her keys. Going to the Black Mustang bar would kill two birds with one stone. She could tell people she was leaving Poker Flat tomorrow for good and she could find a sex partner for her last night in town.

Her throat closed when she imagined Hunter’s reaction. He’d be pissed and probably go back to not saying anything to anyone. And his nightmares…

She swallowed hard and strode out her door. The man had done just fine before they’d had sex. He was a big boy. He’d live.

She caught a ride up to the garage with Andrew who was his usual polite self. Walking the resort in cowboy boots was one thing. Trying to do it in high heels was plain stupid.

“Thank you, Andy.” She kissed him on the cheek as he stopped the golf cart at the entrance to the garage. “If you want, when you get off work, come join me for pizza. I’ll be at the Black Mustang.”

He blushed as he tipped his hat. “Thank you.”

She laughed as she made her way to her car and got in. She’d bet a hundred dollars Andy didn’t show up. He was one of the good ones, except he worked at Poker Flat. Hmm, now that was a puzzle.

Pulling out of the garage, she turned her Camaro onto the dirt road. She had to keep the top up or all her papers and receipts would blow out, but what did that matter? She planned to leave anyway. As much as she would have enjoyed the feel of the wind in her hair, littering wasn’t her thing.

When she arrived at the bar, she found a parking space right in front of the horse trough. It was all for show, the building being less than twenty years old, but it was part of the atmosphere.

She’d had enough of cowboys for a while, but bikers, construction workers, landscapers, even other bartenders hung out at the Black Mustang. As she stepped out of the car, a cat call came from behind her and she turned and waved.

Now that put a smile on her face. Stepping inside, she scanned the room out of habit, immediately sizing up the possibilities. Three men played pool, four sat at the bar and two tables held a mix of men and women, but it was early yet.

She took a seat at the bar. “Hey, Cutter, I’ll take a beer.”

The man behind the bar grinned. “Haven’t seen you here in a while, Adriana. What’ve you been up to?”

While he poured her usual from the tap, she watched. “The typical stuff, sex, work, sex, sleep. Did I mention sex?”

He slapped a coaster down on the bar and plopped her mug on it. “No wonder we haven’t seen you.”

“Yeah.” She gave him a pout. “And you won’t be seeing me again. I’m moving on.”

Cutter tugged at the earring in his right ear. “Don’t that suck. Where you headed?”

She shrugged as she sipped the cold beer. The CO2 was off. Too much head on it. “I was thinking Southern California. I hear they have some great beach bars down there and everyone is in perfect shape.”

The bartender gave her a disgusted look. “Yeah, because it’s all fake.”

She laughed. “So you don’t think I’ll fit in?”

He shook his head. “Not a chance. You should stay here.”

Another customer waved him over, and Cutter moved down the bar. She took another sip of beer. The man sitting one stool to the left of her turned. “You’re leaving town?”

She grinned. This was going to work beautifully.
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Adriana stared at the shot of whiskey. She should have shut herself off three shots ago. Okay, eight shots ago, but Cutter was too busy chatting with his buds over the basketball game on television to notice the only way she was getting off her stool was to fall off.

Crap, just two weeks ago after a threesome of hunky males, she’d thought her life was as perfect as it could get. This week, it hit the skids and fell right over the cliff down into hell. What the fuck happened?

The Dom started her bad luck streak. It was all his fault. The crowning glory wasn’t the money. No, now she had more money to start her new life. The icing on the shit cake was Hunter. The man had spoiled her favorite part of life—sex.

Despite trying to get her body interested in almost every man, and a few women, who had walked into the bar in the last five hours, she felt nothing. She even let a guy feel up her ass while she shot pool and still, not even a twinge of excitement.

Hunter was a jerk for doing this to her. Her one pleasure in life. She picked up the shot, threw it back and plunked the shot glass back down on the bar. There was always alcohol. Maybe now her body might be interested.

She looked at the man sitting next to her. He wore a fire department t-shirt and his bulky arms were definitely drool-worthy. Maybe he knew Cole. She gave his body a complete inspection as he cheered for his team.

Nope, not even his tight ass did anything. She was so not screwed.

The bar door opened and a man came in wearing a black cowboy hat and black tee. Her body came alive within seconds until she saw the blue jeans, which had her glancing at his bearded face. All physical attraction fizzled. Fuck.

This was torture. She needed to go home to bed, but there was no way she could drive. She could probably coax any one of these hunks to drive her home in exchange for a little sex, but in her condition, she wouldn’t even be able to fake it.

She stuck her hand in her back pocket for her cellphone before remembering Kendra still had it. “Hey, Cutter, can I borrow your phone?”

He glanced her way. “Sure.” He looked back at the game then strode over. “Here you go. Did you want another shot?”

She grinned. “Of course.”

He handed her his phone then did a quick pour before returning to the game.

Crap, without her phone she didn’t have her numbers. There was no way she’d call the resort. Kendra or Wade would answer. She tried to get her brain to function. Whose number did she know?

Lacey.

Hah, she’d call Lacey. She glanced at the time on the phone. It was just after nine, Lacey would still be awake. It took her two tries, but she finally dialed the right number combination onto the screen.

“Hey, Lacey. Think you could give me a ride back to Poker Flat?”

“Adriana, is that you?”

“Of course it’s me. Who’d you think it was? Never mind. I need a ride. I’m drunk.”

“I can hear that. Where are you?” Lacey’s voice sounded way too concerned.

“The Black Mustang. They have great pizza here.” She did have pizza earlier and it was good. At least she thought it was.

“Okay, just sit tight.”

“Now that I can do. Don’t think I could get off this stool anyway.” She chuckled. It just seemed funny.

Lacey said goodbye and hung up.

Adriana stared at the phone a few minutes. She couldn’t remember if she was supposed to do something else. Shrugging, she put the phone on the bar and threw back the shot.

“Hey, Cutter, thanks for the phone.”

He nodded absently, but didn’t come over.

Oh well, so much for getting another shot. She eyed the firefighter guy again. Maybe he could bring her to Cole’s and then Lacey wouldn’t have to drive so far. No, that didn’t make sense.

When a commercial break came on, Cutter came back to retrieve his phone. “Do you need anything else?”

She eyed him speculatively. She’d always thought he was hot, so why not tonight? “Hmm, how about another shot and a kiss.”

Cutter smirked. “I think I can manage that.” Leaning over the bar, he wrapped his hand around her neck and pulled her toward him for a kiss.

Now maybe she’d feel something. Just as her lips were about to touch his, the shot glass flew across the bar and fell on the floor behind it.

“Ah shit.” Cutter let her go. “Hold that thought.”

As he cleaned up the mess, she twirled around on the stool and studied the rest of the bar. It was hopeless. There was no one of any interest. What the fuck would she do with the rest of her life? Sex made life worth living.

Cutter gave a sigh. “Okay, that’s all set.”

She twirled back around to face him but missed stopping and found herself looking at the rest of the place again. She laughed. “That didn’t work. Let me try again.” She pushed off against the stool’s legs and spun full circle again.

Maybe there were other fun things to do. She spun again, but this time Cutter reached across the bar and stopped her by grabbing the back of the stool. She stopped but her world kept spinning.

“Oh crap, I think I’m going to be sick.”

Cutter stepped back. “If you are, you better hit the ladies room or go outside.” He beat a hasty retreat.

Adriana held fast to the bar, taking deep breaths, trying to keep her stomach from coming up. She’d never been so drunk she’d vomited and she certainly didn’t plan to now. She stared at the cash register across from her and counted to one hundred.

Finally, her stomach calmed. She could order another shot, but that probably wasn’t a good idea. Maybe she should get some fresh air. She carefully swiveled around to face the door. She was trying to decide how to climb down from her stool when the door opened and another cowboy walked in.

He looked just like Hunter and her body responded. Finally.

The cowboy stalked toward her.

Crap, it was Hunter. “What are you doing here? Aren’t you working?”

He frowned at her. “Lacey said you needed a ride, but I saw your car parked outside.”

“That Benedict Arnie, she was supposed to get me so no one would know.”

His frown turned into a scowl. “Are you drunk?”

She rolled her eyes, but they stuck halfway around and she blinked. “Duh. That’s why I called for a ride.”

His mouth formed a straight line and his jaw became rigid. The little tic in his cheek she’d noticed when they had sex against her casita wall was back. Maybe he was turned on. Wanted to take advantage of her. She was all for that.

“Let’s go.” He grabbed hold of her hand and pulled her off the chair.

She stumbled, her high heels wobbling before she started to go down.

Hunter scooped her up in his arms before she hit. Crap, the guy’s reflexes were fast. She leaned her head back to yell at Cutter. “I’ll be back tomorrow to settle up.”

He nodded absently, his attention on the game.

Hunter took her outside and leaned her against a truck.

“Hmm, is this yours?” She held on to the truck bed to keep upright.

He backed away from her as if he couldn’t stand to touch her.

What the hell did she do? He’s the one who ruined sex for her.

Then he bent down and untied her strappy heels. She stepped onto the cool asphalt. “Oh that’s so much better.”

He silently threw the shoes in the backseat, but he made no move to open the door for her. Wasn’t a cowboy supposed to do that? She looked at the handle. Could she make it over there without falling?

“What the fuck were you doing?” The cold tone of Hunter’s voice permeated her confusion.

She grinned. “What’s it look like I was doing? I was getting drunk.”

His jaw became more rigid, if that was possible. Could he actually speak with it locked like that? She just had to find out. “You ruined me.” She let go with one hand to point at the bar, but started to fall, so she grabbed on to the truck again. “Not one man or woman in there appealed to me. Sex was my life. Thanks to you, my interest in it is gone.”

Hunter took a menacing step toward her, crowding her against the truck, causing her knees to wobble. He didn’t say a word, but her whole body turned on, way on. She wanted him to take her right there on the ground. It was like he’d flipped a switch and every sexual impulse in her lit up.

He stood there, his jaw tight, her heart racing.

Then he turned away, fisting his hands. “You’re not worth it.”

His words were like a jug of cold water poured over her head. “You just figured that out?”

He didn’t look at her, but she felt the rage coming off him in waves and the image of him strangling the Dom with the whip had her anger changing to fear. This was the Hunter she’d depended on to protect her and now she was the bad guy, the enemy in his mind. Freak, she was in trouble.

She looked past his back to the door of the bar. Would they hear her screams? Would she have the chance to scream? Maybe now was a good time.

Hunter finally turned around and looked at her. His eyes glittered in the parking lot lights like moonlight off steel. “You could have killed someone.”

His voice was raspy as if he fought to stay in control.

She wanted to argue, but her instinct told her she needed to calm him down if she wanted to make it out of this alive. She lowered her head. “I know. That’s why I called for a ride.”

He didn’t acknowledge her statement. “Killed someone innocent. Someone anxious to see me.”

Huh? Her brain was too fuzzy to make sense. What was he talking about?

One of his fisted hands came up, but his gaze was past her. “Eighteen months. We were apart eighteen months and thirty-two minutes before we saw each other again, and he hit her with his semi. That drunk crushed her.”

Adriana’s heart cracked as tears filled her eyes. His anguish flowed over her. She wanted to comfort him, but he was pissed at her. Why was he pissed at her again?

“I couldn’t let her go.” His fist came down. “She was my light. All that was good. All that I destroyed by going over for a second tour. I was an idiot.”

“No.” She shook her head. The blame was the drunk driver’s, not his.

His gaze moved to her face at her voice. “I sold everything to keep her alive. I needed her. But she wanted to go and I let her.”

She couldn’t stand there and see him hurt so much. She took a shaky step forward. The ground spun, causing her to lose her balance.

He caught her once again just as her stomach decided it had enough. Instead of dropping her, he kept her steady while she heaved the alcohol that incapacitated her.

Finally, there was nothing left. She straightened, her stomach and throat sore. “I’m sorry.” For so many things. For his wife, his heartbreak, for getting involved with him. He was used to an angel, not someone like her.

Hunter didn’t say anything. He simply walked her to the front door of the truck and helped her inside. He jumped into the driver seat and leaned over to open the glove compartment. Pulling out tiny box of tissues, he handed it to her.

She took it, murmuring a thank you, and wiped her mouth. Didn’t she feel like dog poop now, both inside and out?

Hunter started the truck and headed back to Poker Flat. He didn’t say a single word the whole way.

It gave her a lot of time to think. Her idea of taking off to California now looked like the only solution. Once she was gone, Poker Flat would be safe and Hunter could move on to a better woman.

She’d ignored the feelings she had developed for him, but tonight showed her exactly how much he meant to her. She’d never wanted to help someone so much, especially a man. It looked like her days of meaningless sex were over.

Luckily, he didn’t know her well enough to like her too much. Even though he now “knew” her in the Biblical sense. She smiled inside.

It was for the best for everyone, except maybe her, but she was tough. She would live. She could handle it better than anyone at Poker Flat.

When they arrived, Mac was waiting with a golf cart. “Hey, you look like shit.”

She grinned. “No kidding. You try drinking for five hours then vomiting everything up, and see what you look like.”

“Whoa, I better take you home. Hop in.”

She glanced back at Hunter, who stood outside in the moonlight. He looked at her, but didn’t say anything.

“Thank you.”

He made no response. He didn’t even move, not even the tic in his cheek.

She turned away and climbed into the golf cart. “I feel like crap.”

Mac gave her a nervous look. “Just hold on until I get you home, okay?”

“Okay.”


Chapter Twelve
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Adriana slammed her trunk closed and breathed a sigh of relief that it didn’t pop open. It was hard enough deciding what she needed to take with her and what to send, never mind sneaking around in broad daylight.

She’d hitched a ride with the liquor delivery man. His second stop after Poker Flat was always the Black Mustang, so she was able to retrieve her car and settle up with Cutter. He didn’t charge her for at least five shots, so she left him a big tip. Then she closed out her account at the bank. If someone wanted to dump money into her account, she was damn well going to keep it.

Once back at her casita, the fun had begun. Avoiding staff and guests on a busy day had been a challenge, but she’d done it. She could fit one more box on her passenger seat and she’d be ready to leave.

She wouldn’t say goodbye to anyone. It was her fault for growing attached. In the bordello, she’d been good at keeping people at a distance because the girls came and went for various reasons. Some found better jobs, others found love, and some, like herself, just decided to move on.

But Poker Flat and the staff had burrowed under her skin. Hunter had… Refusing to think about him because of the ache in her chest, she strode to her golf cart and drove it to the edge of the ravine where the dirt road sloped downward.

She gazed out at the resort as the sunset splashed an orange-pink glow over the buildings. Most everyone was at dinner. She could see a few people around the outside bar. Kendra was serving. That woman had made a cool retreat for those who preferred to be nude.

She wished her huge success.

Adriana remained at the edge of the ravine, watching and waiting. Finally, Mac came out of the barn and walked to the stable manager building. Clear on that front. This would be her last trip to her casita, so she didn’t want anyone to see her.

Then movement down by casita number one caught her eyes. Hunter. Even from where she was, she recognized his walk. It was predatory, like the mountain lion he’d scared away.

She swallowed hard at the hitch in her heart. Fuck, this was going to hurt like hell. Just another reason not to say goodbye.

It was now or never. She put the golf cart into motion and drove straight to her casita. She parked it on her patio so it wasn’t so noticeable. Of course, Hunter would notice it, but he was so furious, she was confidant she wouldn’t hear from him. She told him she wasn’t good at the connecting thing. She just wasn’t good enough. Her leaving would be better for everyone.

Now all she had to do was wait. Lacey and Andrew had already left. She’d never see them again. Her plan was to leave after Kendra closed the bar. The foursome would walk to their casita and Hunter would keep an eye on them. But he’d see her as she drove up the ravine to the garage. She needed him to be distracted because he was the only thing that could keep her at Poker Flat and it was better she leave, especially for him.

She walked into her casita and kicked off her sneakers, thinking over possible ideas to get Hunter to the other side of the resort. Once she figured out what to do, all she had to do was pack up her food and go. She’d come up with something, but first she’d heat up one last Selma meal that Lacey had dropped by.
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Hunter heard splashing in the conversation pool and walked over to be sure there was no glass nearby. The guests were pretty good about that, but after drinking all day, sometimes they forgot.

Three people chatted, the signature Poker Flat plastic glasses on the stone table between them. He nodded as they waved and continued his patrol. He’d totally lost it last night when he found Adriana too drunk to even stand on her own.

He couldn’t believe she’d done that. As a bartender, she of all people should know when to stop. What the fuck was wrong with her?

He should also figure out what was wrong with him. He’d thought he’d conquered his aversion to people drinking, but he obviously hadn’t.

Maybe he never would.

“Hunter?”

He turned at the sound of his name. Kendra had walked out from behind the bar and caught up with him.

“Do you need something?”

She had on her poker face, which cued him in that it wasn’t good news. “I wanted to let you know I’m going to let Adriana go. Lacey found deposits to her bank account from the days the photo site was up.” She raised her hand. “No, I still don’t think she did it, but what else is going to happen? I can’t risk the whole resort. If she figures out who is doing this to her and takes care of it, then I’ll be happy to hire her back.”

He wanted to argue with her, but he didn’t blame her.

“I just wanted you to know, so you can decide what you want to do.”

He’d forgotten he’d told her he’d quit too. Adriana was going to be—Wait a minute. “How big were the deposits made to Adriana’s account?”

Kendra sighed. “Some were over a thousand dollars.” She glanced back at the bar and noticed a guest waiting. “We can talk more about this tomorrow.”

He gave her a quick nod as his mind raced. One of the guests was the regional manager for a bank and he was sure there was a bank in the office complex where the site had been created. The question was, was it Adriana’s bank?

Anyone could deposit money into her account, but if it was someone who worked at her bank, they could ask one of the tellers to come to their office and give the employee the deposit to make. There’d be no video footage of them giving the teller the cash, only of the teller making the deposit. It was more likely someone who worked at a bank would think of doing that than someone who owned a landscaping business, which one of the suspects did.

Heading for the fork in the road, he waved Mac down as she walked across the dirt area in front of the barn.

“What’s up?”

“I need a few minutes to check something. I think I might have a lead on who has been making Adriana look bad. Do you mind watching the resort while I take a half hour to work on it?”

“No, go. I’ve got this.”

He nodded and headed straight for his casita. He was pretty sure it was either Patti from the foursome or Tina from the Dom-Dom-sub relationship who worked at a bank. If it was, they could finally confront her.

Once home, he turned on the laptop and grabbed a water. Pulling up the spread sheet, he glanced across the three highlighted lines. Stud21 was a restaurant owner. Patti was a real estate agent. Tina was a regional manager for a bank.

He pulled up the list of companies in the office complex. There it was. Triumph whipped through him. “I’ve got you now.”

He didn’t know which bank Adriana had. He’d ask her after his shift. But just to be sure, he scanned down the occupations of all the guests who had been at the resort while the judge was.

Tina was the only banker. To be thorough, he double checked the two Doms, John and Gary. John owned a financial advisement firm. That could be where Tina obtained the money from. He may have told her to do it.

Yes! He had motive, means, and opportunity. But he couldn’t jump to conclusions. He had to confirm Adriana’s bank was the one in the complex.

Closing the laptop, he headed directly for the bar. Kendra was slammed with people so he strode down around the guest casitas. When he came back up, she was still busy so he walked through the main building then jogged up to the garage. He walked between the vehicles and noticed the red SUV wasn’t there anymore.

But the memory of it triggered the image of him and his wife buying it together so she’d be safe. Little had they known, nothing could withstand the impact of a semi-truck.

He stilled, waiting for the familiar anger to come to the surface, but it didn’t make it that far. Instead, sadness overwhelmed his anger. He wasn’t sure if it was better. It certainly didn’t feel better. He continued his patrol. As he walked by the staff cars, he noticed Adriana had her car back. She must have picked it up during the day.

She would be pissed when she found out it was Tina. He pictured her reaction. First, she’d swear. Then she’d slap both hands on her hips and spit. That image alone had him smiling and the sadness took a back seat.

He took out his flashlight and looked in her car. Damn, she had boxes in the back seat on top of all her paperwork. He couldn’t see any of it. He flashed his light over the front seat, but there were no bank receipts there.

How could she pack her car with a hangover? She had to have had a bad one. His hands clenched as he remembered her inebriated state. When he’d seen her in the bar, he was pissed because she looked so hot, but when he realized she was drunk, it infuriated him. She should never have put herself in that situation. Any one of the men in that bar could have taken advantage of her.

Maybe they had. He stalked out of the garage. He didn’t want her having sex with anyone else. She may not understand it yet, but she was his.

As he reached the ravine ledge, he scanned the resort. More lights were on in the guest casitas and from the lights above the outside bar, there were only a handful left there. He headed that way.
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Adriana looked at the clock. The bar should be closed by now. It was time. She looked around the casita that had been her home for over a year. It sucked to have to leave. Quietly, she stepped outside and locked the door.

After loading her box of food on the golf cart, she drove to Hunter’s casita. She picked the lock but the door wouldn’t open. Damn, he’d added a deadbolt. Moving around to the slider, she checked it for a bar. Crap. How was she supposed to create a distraction if she couldn’t break in?

There was one other way in. She looked around the patio and found what she needed. She tugged on one of the pavers that served as a border. Yanking it free, she took it to the window in his door and slammed it hard. The glass cracked but didn’t give.

How the hell had he broken an entire slider? She tried again, not as worried about the sound carrying. The paver burst through the window. She pulled her sleeve down past her hand and stuck her arm through, quickly undoing the deadbolt. She hated broken glass.

Leaving the door open, she turned a light on in each room, knocked a couple items off the dresser and threw a living room pillow on the floor before she ran out. Jumping into her golf cart, she drove around to Kendra’s house, which was at the end of the staff housing and set back quite a way.

She watched for Mac or Hunter to notice something was wrong. It didn’t take long before she heard a shout. She took the opportunity to drive to the fork and head down the path to the bridge at the bottom. By the time the golf cart climbed to the top of the ravine and she glanced back, the lights in Hunter’s casita were out.

He’d be looking for the culprit, so she needed to hurry. She couldn’t bear to see him before she left, or she might not go. Stopping the golf cart outside the garage, she noticed lights heading along the dirt road that led from the highway to the resort. Great, just what she needed, late arriving guests. She carried her box to her car and put it in the passenger seat.

Running around the vehicle, she jumped in and backed out of the garage. She should have turned right, but she couldn’t resist taking one last look. She drove her car around the wooden barrier, following the tracks of the golf carts.

She stopped before the edge. Water filled her eyes and she brushed it away with her arm. It had just been a short stop on her road of life. She’d get over it.

As she looked over the staff casitas, a light flicked on in hers. “Hey, I haven’t even left yet. Have some respect.”

The lights of the guests coming onto the resort shone in her rearview mirror and she shaded her eyes. She’d wait until they turned into the garage then she’d turn around and leave before they left the garage to go down to the resort.

She waited for the vehicle to turn but it didn’t. Crap, did they think this was the way to the resort?

She put her car in reverse when she noticed the vehicle swerve around the barrier. Oh, this wasn’t good. It was there to keep people from driving over the ledge. She backed around so she could face the car with her headlights and flash them, but no sooner had she turned sideways than the car sped up and broadsided her.
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Hunter tried to still the panic in his heart as he rushed through the three rooms of Adriana’s casita. As he walked out the door, Mac grabbed his arm. “Look.”

He stilled at the car lights sitting at the edge of the ravine. Adriana would never kill herself, which meant she was taking a last look. He had to get up there. He sprinted to the front of the main building and grabbed a golf cart. He’d just reached the fork when he saw the lights move. “Fuck.”

Pressing the pedal to the floor of the golf cart, he sped down to the bridge.

A crash sounded above him and he looked up. “No!”

Adriana’s car teetered on the edge of the ravine, the passenger side over the ridge.

He jumped out of the golf cart and ran up the hill. Just as he crested it, he saw another car stop backing up and head forward again toward Adriana. Pulling his gun from his waist, he dropped to one knee and fired.

The car spun. He fired again. Two tires shot out, but it still tried to move forward. It had to be Tina.

With little choice left, he aimed at the windshield and pulled the trigger. The sedan slowed to a stop and he ran for Adriana’s car.

As he approached, he could see she was out cold, the vehicle so old there was no airbag. Her driver side window was busted, probably from her head hitting it. He had to control his breathing. Losing control now wouldn’t help her.

He stepped closer. He only had one shot at this. He looked at her old fashioned door locks and was relieved to see they were unlocked. Luckily, the impact was to the back door, a large dent in the metal bent outward, leaving a sharp edge. The problem was, she wore her seatbelt.

The yellow car rocked back and forth a foot each way. Pulling his knife from his pocket, he held it in his right hand and with his left, opened the door slowly. The car creaked toward him. With his knife he sliced through the seatbelt before the car started to tip the other way.

He grabbed Adriana by her arms and yanked as the vehicle tipped over the ridge, the sharp edge of the bent metal caught the side of his arm and sliced it open. “Argh.”

Between the pain in his arm and her weight, he had to throw himself to the ground to avoid being taken over the side. The crash as the car landed shook the ravine and then the night lit up as it exploded.

He rolled them over, protecting her from the heat when the fireball rose up the canyon wall and dissipated into the night air.

“Adriana?” He pressed two fingers against her neck and breathed a sigh of relief. She had a pulse. She was too full of life to die. He sat up and tried to use his left arm to hold her, but it was numb.

“Shit.” He was losing too much blood. His knife was five feet away so he crawled over to it and lifted it in his right hand. In no time he’d ripped his shirt open. Fuck, he needed a tourniquet and fast.

No one was going to think they were up there. They would assume Adriana was in the car. He tried to reach his phone but the blood on his hand kept him from gripping it. Darkness threatened his vision, but if he passed out, he would bleed to death.

He didn’t want to die. For the first time in a long time, he wanted to live.

“Can I help.” Adriana’s voice surprised him.

He turned to see her crawling toward him. She was alright. Relief surged through him. “I need you to tie this around my arm, up here really tight.”

She looked at his arm and her eyes widened. She shook her head. “I-I c-can’t.”

The darkness was becoming too hard to resist. “You can. You have to stop the flow of blood. If you don’t, I’ll die.” His voice sounded far away to him. Did he actually say that or did he dream it?

Maybe this was just another one of his nightmares. He hoped so. He could dream he felt better and they were having sex. Yeah, that’s what they were doing. And he was convincing her there was more than sex between them, giving it his cowboy’s best shot of getting her to admit she felt something stronger.

His gut said she did. His gut was never wrong. To hell with nightmares, this could be a great dream. The darkness reached for him and he slipped into its waiting arms.
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Adriana couldn’t take her eyes from the blood covering Hunter’s arm. It flowed like a tiny river over the angry bee tattoo, so different from the puddle her father had next to him. “I can get help.”

When Hunter didn’t respond, fear sliced through her. “Hunter? Hunter!”

She pulled his good arm, but his head just rolled.

“Fuck. Fuck. Fuck. Don’t you dare die on me.” She looked at the strip of material in his good hand. Even that had blood on it. Freakin-a, she couldn’t do this.

She had to do this. He said he would die.

Pain filled her chest at the possibility. She swallowed hard and grasped the strip of material in both hands, trying not to breathe deep as the warm iron smell tried to pull her back to when she was eight. The blood kept flowing down his arm.

She swallowed hard and moved her gaze to where he’d pointed to. There was no blood up there. She could keep her eyes on that. Without looking, she threaded the strip of material under his arm and around. When her hand came around, it was wet with blood.

“Fuck. I hate blood.” She forced herself to take shallow breaths and tied the two ends together as tight as she could. The memory of Hunter choking the Dom with the whip helped her ignore the blood all over him. His arm was so large. Was it tight enough?

She forced herself to look below the material. Barely a trickle ran down his arm now. She watched as the tiny thread wiggled its way along his forearm and off his hand to soak into the dry desert ground. She wanted to tighten her knot, but if she loosened it to do that, all the blood would flow again.

Even as she had the thought, her stomach heaved and she leaned away to vomit. When she finished, she looked around. He needed help. There was a car not far away but its windshield was cracked. What the fuck hap—“Oh, Crap.”

That car had hit her broadside. So where was her car? She looked at the ledge not five feet away and her stomach heaved again.

She wiped her mouth on her sleeve. It didn’t take a genius to figure out what had happened. She owed Hunter her life.

Freakin-a. He already had her heart. Now she had to save him.

She started to stand and fell over, the ground moving like it had the night before when she was drunk. She touched her head and found a huge bump. “Ouch.”

Note to self: if it hurts, don’t touch it.

She crawled back to Hunter. “Okay, you can’t die on me.” Maybe she could crawl to the golf cart and honk the horn. “Yeah right, over the noise going on down there. They’d never hear it.”

If only she had her phone. The sounds of sirens in the distance gave her hope. She took off her long-sleeve shirt and covered Hunter. She’d seen on television where they kept accident victims warm. This wasn’t exactly an accident. More like a homicidal maniac event.

She glared at the car yards away. Whoever was in it better not wake up or she and Hunter were sitting ducks. Unless…she reached behind her for her gun. Crap, she’d put it in the glove compartment.

Hunter groaned and she stroked her hand over his short hair. What happened to his cowboy hat? He always wore his hat. She scanned the ground in the moonlight. It bothered her that she couldn’t find his hat. Was that wrong?

The sirens grew louder. They must have turned down the dirt road leading to the resort. She watched the desert for a reflection of lights. “Help is on its way. Hold on. Please, hold on.”

She blinked back the tears that threatened. There was no way Hunter could die here at Poker Flat. He’d served two tours in Afghanistan, for God’s sake. She forced herself to look at the wrap she’d tied. No more blood flowed below it. That was a good thing, right? Or did it mean his whole arm would die?

The reflection of red across the desert floor flooded the area now. They were almost here. The sound became deafening. Freak, why did they leave those on? It wasn’t like there was any traffic.

She watched a big-ass fire truck drive around the barrier and head right for the road down to the resort. She waved as the headlights shone on them and the truck came to a sudden stop.

Men jumped out and two headed for the car. To hell with that person. “Over here!” Two large men ran toward her.

“Adriana?”

“Hi, Cole. About time you got here.” She gave him a smile, more than happy to see him.

He spoke into his radio. “Dispatch, we need an ambulance.”

She nodded. He was a good firefighter and a take-control kind of man, like Hunter. Lacey was very lucky.

He wrapped a blanket around her shoulders. “Can you stand?”

She shook her head then stopped when the ground started to spin again. She reached out, and he caught her arm. “Whoa, there. Just sit while I take a look at…” He glanced down at Hunter. “Shit, Cash, what have you done to yourself?”

“He got cut saving me.”

Cole gave her an odd look then took Hunter’s pulse. “Who tied the tourniquet?”

“I did. Pretty good for a girl who’s afraid of blood, huh? Of course, I did throw up twice.” Now why did she tell him that?

“Do you know how long it’s been on?”

She tried to think. “Since the crash. No, not that long. I don’t know.”

“No problem, Adriana. We’ll take care of him.”

The other man covered Hunter up with a blanket as well. “We need to transport him first.”

Cole gave the man a scowl. “Mason, I have an ambulance on the way. I need to check—”

“Who’s hurt?” A figure ran in front of the headlights. “Cole, tell me, who’s hurt?”

“Lacey, you shouldn’t have come.”

“Don’t give me that—Oh Adriana.”

From the look in Lacey’s eyes, her bump was bigger. She raised her hand then stopped. If it hurt before it would kill to touch it now. “Hunter’s hurt.” She pointed to him. Then she glared at Cole. “He better live. If he dies, I’m coming after you with my Smith and, oh crap, that’s gone too.”

Cole laid a large hand on her shoulder. “He’s not going to die.”

He spoke into his radio again. “Clark, drive the tanker down below. We’ll join you as soon as our patients have been transported.”

Adriana looked at Lacey, who had crouched down next to her. “My car is gone.”

Lacey didn’t say anything. She just opened her arms and gave her a hug.

Adriana hugged her back. She hadn’t wanted to leave anyway.
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Hunter opened his eyes, immediately recognizing he was in a hospital room. But it was different from the last time. He was in the bed.

He looked at his arm. Shit, it wasn’t a dream. Adriana?

He scanned to his right and found her. She was asleep, her head on his leg, her hand clasping his. He’d almost lost her. Another car, another driver, and almost another dead woman. He couldn’t let it happen. He would have gone over the edge with her, trying to save her.

She had a bandage wrapped around her head and over her tangled hair. Shit, she was so beautiful to him. He had to convince her she was his. He squeezed her hand.

“Huh?” She lifted her head, looked at him with her warm brown eyes and blinked. “Hunter?”

“Good morning.” He smiled, too happy to have her next to him not to.

She straightened up. “Hunter McKade. You had me worried. How dare you stay unconscious for so long?”

“I’m sorry. If I’d known you were waiting for me to wake up, I promise you I would have woken much sooner.”

“You scared me.” Her voice was barely a whisper.

“You scared me.” He took a deep breath. “Do you know how close you were to going over that ledge with your car?”

She shook her head then held her hand against the good side of her head. “I shouldn’t do that. It makes me dizzy. Who was it who hit my car? I couldn’t believe that guest ran right into me.”

He tried to stay calm, but it was useless. “It wasn’t a new guest, it was the Dom’s sub, Tina. She was the one who has been making your life hell.”

“How would you know? You’ve been unconscious.”

He squeezed her hand in his, still adjusting to the fact that he’d been there, saved her. “Investigative work. Lacey and Mac helped too.”

She looked at him like he was crazy. “Meek little Tina?”

“Not so meek. I believe she was the regional manager of your bank. Mac discovered on a forum that she blamed you for her Dom not being allowed at any nudist resorts for miles around.” His anger started to build. “She decided you needed to be taught a lesson.”

“That bitch.” Adriana’s hand found her hip, just as he predicted.

His smile broke through his tension. “But she didn’t count on Kendra being so loyal to you, so when she didn’t fire you time after time, she must have come back to the resort to make you pay.” He hesitated over the question he had to ask.

“What is it?”

“I shot her to keep her from ramming you again.” He took a deep breath. Killing the enemy, even female enemies in a foreign country was different than this. “I may have killed her.”

Adriana’s hand came to his chest. “I did see them take someone out of that car and put her in an ambulance. But I haven’t heard anything.”

“I didn’t want to kill her. She probably needed psychological help.”

“You think?” Adriana’s look had him smiling.

Shit, she’d forced him to face life again and he was so glad he did. He leaned forward, unable to resist her lips a moment longer. Fuck, he’d almost lost her.

Despite the pain in his arm, he brushed her lips with his, the touch calming him.

Adriana’s hand wrapped around his neck while she deepened the kiss.

“Whoa, can’t you two wait until you’re discharged?” Cole walked into the room with Lacey right behind him. She ran straight to Adriana and gave her a hug.

Adriana released his hand to hug her friend back.

Cole shook his head at them. “Good to see you awake, Cash.”

Adriana disengaged herself from Lacey’s arms. “Hey, Cash doesn’t fit him. He’s not wearing any black.”

He picked at the hospital gown he wore. “No, I believe they call this baby butt blue.”

They chuckled at his comment.

“Sorry, black or not, you’re still Cash to me.” Cole gave a hard nod, like he’d settled that.

“He’s a hero to me.” Adriana grabbed his hand again, a very good sign as far as he was concerned. “But he wants to know what happened to Tina. Did he kill her?”

Cole stared at him. “How did you know the woman’s name was Tina?”

Lacey smiled. “Because he did some of his own detective work and figured out which guest was out to get Adriana.” She looked at him. “But how did you know she would try to kill Adriana?”

“I didn’t.” He looked expectantly at Cole.

The man smirked. “No, you didn’t kill her, but your bullet did catch her in the forehead on its way by. She would have kept coming but blood from the wound dripped in front of her eyes and she fainted. That’s what she told the EMT when she came to in the ambulance.”

“I understand that feeling.” Adriana looked at his bandaged arm.

He squeezed her hand to reassure her he was fine. “What was she doing at Poker Flat? Everything up to that point she’d accomplished from off-site. Why show up then?”

Lacey leaned against his bed next to Adriana. “She’d heard on the forums that Adriana was going to leave. I guess she didn’t like that at all. She wanted her fired.” Lacey looked at her friend. “From the whip they found in her car, we think she planned to punish you, but when she saw your yellow Camaro so close to the edge, she couldn’t resist the opportunity to get rid of you once and for all.”

Adriana grimaced. “So I was at the right place at the right time to trigger a nut cake.”

Lacey shrugged. “I think that’s all there is to it.”

Cole came around the bed and took Lacey’s hand. “But don’t worry about her. From what I understand, she’ll be under the state’s care for a while. She was raving that you had hurt her Dom and you should never have challenged him, and how his reputation was in the mud thanks to you. It didn’t make any sense. Detective Anderson said she is facing attempted murder charges and if she doesn’t go to jail, she’ll still go away for a long time for psychiatric help.”

“I’m so glad that’s over. Now maybe we can get back to business as usual.” Lacey embraced Adriana in another hug and he kept his lips from twitching upward as she rolled her eyes.

Lacey finally let go. “Kendra said as soon as you are feeling better, she wants you back at the bar. She hated having to choose between you and the resort and is thrilled that this is all over.”

“I never would have let the resort suffer.”

Lacey’s eyes teared-up. “I know. You were going to leave without saying goodbye, weren’t you?”

Adriana pulled Lacey into her arms and Hunter raised his brow, but she ignored him.

“I was. I didn’t want all the tears. Now we don’t have to cry.” She let Lacey go.

The bookkeeper nodded then leaned over and kissed him on the cheek. “Get better soon, Hunter. We need you back at Poker Flat.”

He nodded. “I plan to.”

When the couple exited, he gave his full attention to Adriana, who looked completely deflated. That was not a look he liked to see on her. “What is it?

“So once again, I brought it on myself by not being careful in my bedmates.”

He released her hand and gently grabbed her chin. “No, you didn’t bring this on yourself. The Dom’s actions were under his control, not yours. And Tina’s actions were her own decision. You did nothing wrong.”

She captured his hand, moved it to her lips and kissed it. “Actually, I did. I let you get too close. No other man or woman interests me anymore. I want you to know that you are going to have to meet my sexual needs now because you’ve spoiled me.”

Hunter’s soul rejoiced at her words. “I think I’m up for that.”

She lowered her brows. “You think?”

He released her hand and cupped her neck, bringing her within an inch of his lips. “I am if you’re up for having a relationship.”

She gazed into his eyes. “I don’t think I have a choice. My heart and body only want you.”

He grinned. “Good.”

Before she could respond, he kissed her, putting all of his heart into it.

When he released her, she winked. “I think I’m going to like this relationship thing.”


Epilogue
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Adriana walked around the debris that had been her car. Everything was black. She couldn’t see an inch of yellow anywhere.

Good thing she packed only the important stuff in her car and planned to send for the items that were still in boxes in her living room. Hell, wouldn’t want to have anything of any value left to pick up the pieces of her life with. She smirked, stifling the groan that wanted to emerge. Even the money she’d taken from her account had been in her purse and her gun was probably melted to the car. So much for catching a break.

She looked up to the top of the ravine wall. She’d never thought of it as that far up, since the winding dirt road made it a gradual climb, but as far as direct height, it was up there.

She returned her gaze to her car and shivered. That could have been her. Note to self: redefine definition of catching a break. She definitely had. She was alive.

A strong arm came around her from behind and she smiled. “It’s a good thing I would recognize your scent anywhere, Hunter, or you could have been seriously hurt right now.” She turned in his arm to find a smile on his face. He did a lot more of that since getting out of the hospital.

He pulled her against him. “What are you doing here? I woke up and you were gone.”

She shrugged. “I guess I just needed to see for myself that nothing was salvageable.”

“It doesn’t matter. I have the only thing of any importance.”

“Good point.” She grinned before giving him a passionate kiss. When he broke away, she found herself itching to ditch her clothes. She was still on sick leave because of her head, so she technically didn’t have to wear her clothes. Good thing because they were all burned.

She stepped away and looked at the mess that was her life. Her old life. Now she would begin a new one and see where it led her. “I guess I’ll start by buying new clothes.”

Hunter stepped in front of her. “But you still have boxes in your apartment that are overflowing. Don’t you have clothes in there?”

She thought back to what was in those boxes and gave him a seductive smile. “Oh there are clothes in there. I have at least six different body stockings, five corsets, eighteen costumes, eleven teddies in different styles, some—”

Her gaze was caught by a shiny object on the ground not five feet away. Releasing Hunter’s hand, she scrambled over the rocks and debris and picked it up. It was Lady’s rabies tag. Closing her hand over it, her eyes misted.

“What did you find?”

She made her way back to him and showed him. “It’s Lady’s tag.”

He cupped her chin with his hand. “You really loved her, didn’t you?”

She nodded, not willing to give in to the tears. They weren’t just for Lady. Her whole life had been turned upside down because of one unbalanced person.

Hunter brushed away a tear that fell down her cheek.

“Crap, I hate crying. Makes my eyes look like hell later.”

He chuckled and wrapped his good arm around her waist. “I spoke to my sister today.”

“You did?” He only spoke to his family once a month. “Did you tell them where you’re living?”

He shook his head. “No, not yet. They mean well, but I’m not ready for that. But I plan to talk to them once a week until I am.”

“Did you tell your sister about your injury and how you were a hero and saved me?” She loved teasing him about that because the man was so humble.

“As a matter of fact, I didn’t. I didn’t want her worrying about me any more than she already does. But I did tell her about you.”

“You did?” This couldn’t be good.

He nodded, a secret smile on his face that had her suspicious. “I told her what a great person you were and that your dog died.”

She frowned. “That was years ago.” She looked at the tag in her hand and slipped it into the back pocket of her shorts.

Hunter grinned. “I know, but she didn’t need to know that. I only mentioned it because she told me her dog just had a litter of puppies.”

“Puppies?” Her heart constricted as she imagined little Lady when she was just a baby.

“But my sister’s dog is a full-blooded Labrador and they think the father is a golden retriever so the puppies will grow into big dogs. Still, I asked her if you could have one.”

Freakin-a! A puppy! She wanted to jump up and down, but then she cringed. “Did she say I could?”

“Of course she said yes.” He shook his head. “The minute I told her my girlfriend might be interested, she was more than happy to part with one.”

Girlfriend? Holy crap, she was a girlfriend now. Her life was changing faster than a rattlesnake could strike.

Hunter raised his brows. “So? Do you want one?”

“Duh. I’d love one.” She wrapped her arm around his neck and gave him a thank-you kiss. She’d begun to understand there were all kinds of kisses to be given and received.

When she let him go, he took her hand and led her from the scene. They were halfway across the bridge over the creek when he stopped. “I have a proposition for you.”

“I like propositions.” She wiggled her eyebrows.

“Good.” He leaned back against the bridge railing and pulled her toward him. “Since most of your belongings are toast—”

“Really?” She raised her brows that he could use such a pun.

He chuckled, a sound she was growing incredibly fond of. “Sorry. Let me rephrase. Since your belongings are gone and what you have left is already packed up, how about you move into my casita with me.”

She froze. Live with a man. She’d never done that before. “I don’t know how.”

He laughed. “All the better.”

“I can cook, but that’s about it. I’m not neat and I leave clothes and sex toys and dirty plates all over the place.”

He squeezed her waist where his hand rested. “And I probably have a dozen habits that will drive you crazy, but I think it would be fun to try. I will get to see your smile in the evening and hear your laugh. I love your laugh and your honesty and backbone, too. The fact is, I love you and I want to go through day-to-day life with you.”

Her heart leapt at his words.

He smirked. “Besides, we will really get to know each other—in more than the Biblical sense.”

Thrilled yet afraid, she looked down at his right arm holding her close. She may be scared, but her heart wanted this. To know everything she could about him and make sure he knew all there was to know about her. She wouldn’t pretend to be something she wasn’t.

Her gaze fell on the tattoo on his arm. “Julie.” She rubbed her finger over it. “You know I can’t be like your late wife.” She looked up into his eyes. What would he think? “Not only do I know nothing about ranching, but I’m pretty sure I’m nothing like her.”

Deep sadness filled his gaze before he slowly shook his head. “I wouldn’t want you to be. I can’t be the husband I used to be. I’m different. I’ve changed.”

She understood what he meant. She had changed too. She’d let people into her heart though she’d refused to accept that and she had a home with friends and a man who loved her. She was a different person now. Not better, just different.

She nodded. “I’d like to try that.”

His smile was wide and filled with happiness.

Her heart soared with the knowledge that she’d caused it. She wrapped her arms around him. “Let’s go.”

He winked. “Your place or mine?”

She laughed. “Ours.”

The End

Read on for an excerpt from Trace’s Trouble (Last Chance #2)


Chapter One


“Stop right there unless you’d like your head blown off.”

At the husky voice, Trace froze, bringing Lightyear to a halt as his gaze swung to the barrel of a rifle barely visible behind the single boulder amidst the Joshua trees and sagebrush. There wasn’t supposed to be anyone out here except a woman with a trailer, and so far he’d seen neither. Drug dealers? Coyotes? His right hand itched to grasp his rifle from its scabbard attached to Lightyear’s saddle.

He studied the area past the rock. Were there more? There was no other place to hide so completely. He didn’t see anyone else. One delinquent he could handle. “Just out for a ride.” He smiled crookedly. “Enjoying the day.”

“Then turn around and enjoy the day somewhere else.” The voice came again, but the rifle barrel remained steady. Whoever held that gun was in his element.

Shit. First he’s tasked with doing Cole’s dirty work, and then he has to come across some territorial drifter. He frowned at his remembered conversation with Cole.

“You want me to do what?” He tipped his cowboy hat up to stare at his cousin as if he’d just sprouted six legs and a long, poisonous tail.

Cole had the decency to look uncomfortable and lowered his leg from the rail of the training corral. “I don’t have a choice. If she’s been up there too long she could claim the land as hers under Arizona squatter laws. This Whisper woman needs to move her trailer off our land. You know the boundaries. She probably won’t have to move very far. She’s up over the rim of the north canyon.”

Trace had little sympathy for the opposite sex at the moment, including his soon-to-be ex-wife, but he couldn’t see kicking the woman off their land when she’d just saved Lacey’s life. Didn’t really speak of gratefulness to him. “Does Lacey agree with you?”

Cole started to turn. “It doesn’t matter. It’s what needs to be done.”

Trace stepped in front of his cousin, not the least bit intimidated by Cole’s scowl. “You can at least wait until after New Year’s. Shit, with this kind of ‘thank you,’ you’ll be lucky if the woman doesn’t seek us out and kill us all in our beds.”

“Just do it.” His cousin stepped around him and strode toward the house.

There was no way this scenario was going to go well for Cole and possibly for the rest of them. To hear Lacey talk about Whisper, the woman walked on water, able to shoot a flower bud on a saguaro cactus from a half mile away.

Trace pulled off his hat and wiped the sweat from his forehead with his bandana then stuffed it back in his pocket and lowered his Stetson. He liked Lacey. She seemed to be a decent woman, one of the few left. She was going to be fit to be tied.

He grinned. Now that was something he’d like to see. It would serve Cole right for being so ungrateful and sending him to do the dirty work. Trace turned back toward the corral to find Lightyear, the mahogany-colored bay with black points that he liked to ride, standing near him. Ignoring the horse’s face, he patted its withers. “I guess you and I are going to cause some trouble, boy.”

The horse shook its head to dislodge a fly, but Trace chuckled. “No, not for us, but for your righteous owner.” He entered the corral and carefully bridled Lightyear with a unique technique he’d developed. The horse was far too sensitive around his face, thanks to an encounter with a traveling swarm of bees.

Lightyear’s face had swelled so much he could barely breathe. His owner had left him for dead, but a caring neighbor had called animal welfare. Cole and his vet had nursed the poor horse back to health over a year ago, but it still couldn’t stand having its face touched.

Once Trace had the bridle in place, he added the saddle blanket, saddle and cinched the strap. Patting the horse on his side one more time, he mounted.

“Let’s get this over with, buddy.” Trace kicked Lightyear into a trot and they headed out to the canyon. His cousin had a big heart for horses, but when it came to people who didn’t toe the line, he had no give at all.

Too bad Trace hadn’t had the same strict rules for right and wrong as Cole had. Instead, he’d been blinded by a love that wasn’t reciprocated and would soon lose everything he’d worked so hard for. He should have known. He would never get involved with a down-on-her-luck woman again.

In the meantime, he had a roof over his head and a job he enjoyed. Most of the time.

Now wasn’t one of those times.

“Today would be nice. I got better things to do than shoot and bury trespassers. Turn your fancy ass around and get out of here.” Though the voice definitely sounded irritated now, he smiled inside at the man’s confidence.

Careful to keep his hands still, Trace cocked his head. “Then we have a problem. You see, this is my cousin’s land and I’m not the one trespassing.”

After a minute or two of no response, but with the rifle barrel still steady, Trace slowly moved his right hand down by his leg. The problem was, even if he did get to the rifle, he was a sitting duck up on Lightyear.

“Who’s this supposed cousin?”

At the question, he stilled. Maybe he wasn’t talking to a criminal. This could well be the husband of Lacey’s Whisper. Preferring to settle the issue peaceably with no one getting hurt, most especially himself, he leaned forward in the saddle, hiding his right hand completely from view. “Cole Hatcher. His fiancée Lacey was up here recently.”

“No, she wasn’t.”

Ah, the man knew who Lacey was. Trace listened intently as a muted swearing and grumbling came from behind the rock. He couldn’t quite make out any particular words except “hell.”

Grasping the rifle in his hand, he gave Lightyear a tap with his right foot. The horse started to move forward.

“I said turn around!”

Trace moved his left hand toward Lightyear’s face. “Whoa, it’s okay, buddy.” He scratched beneath the horse’s ear and Lightyear reared. Gripping the horse with his knees, he swung the rifle around and shot the rock where the barrel was visible.

“Dammit.” The barrel moved then. “Freaking-a, what the hell are you doing? I could have shot you.”

He still felt like a sitting duck, but since the man hadn’t shot him yet, it meant he wasn’t trigger-happy. “Show yourself.”

A laugh sounded from behind the boulder. A very husky, feminine laugh and Trace’s pulse accelerated.

“Now why would I do that?”

The voice was no different, but as Trace imagined a woman instead of a man, it no longer felt threatening. Instead, it had his imagination running wild without any clothes. Intrigued, his curiosity got the best of him. “Are you Whisper?”

The silence was deafening and he brought the rifle up again. He may have imagined that feminine tone. He hadn’t been with a woman since he was served the papers for the divorce. He should probably find himself a one-night stand soon or he’d be thinking the fence post was a woman.

“Who wants to know?”

“I’m Trace, Cole’s cousin. He sent me up here to talk to you.”

Again silence. There was no way the rifle-bearer was a woman. Women weren’t that patient, or that quiet, at least not in his experience.

A figure unfolded itself from behind the rock and Trace’s breath stuck in his lungs. Startling silver eyes peered at him from beneath a worn, brown-leather cowboy hat. Beneath those eyes was a straight, elegant nose, high cheekbones and full lips that remained closed. A stubborn jaw anchored the lower face while small wisps of black hair framed the sides, the rest tied back somehow.

“So talk.”

Trace blinked, letting the rifle go slack. As he took in the rest of the image, his interest cooled. The woman wore a loose red-and-black flannel shirt, a brown leather vest, a handgun stuffed into the waist of her baggy jeans and square-toed cowboy boots that had seen better days. Alarm bells went off in his head. A down-on-her-luck woman. Shit. “Are you Whisper?”

Her nod was barely discernable.

“Hello, miss. I understand you have a trailer up here.”

Again, a slight nod.

He wasn’t used to silent women. His wife talked nonstop, mostly about what she needed. Lacey, who he actually thought was a decent woman, also needed to fill in the silence as well, but at least with important stuff.

His task was important, at least to Cole. “Can I see it?”

“Why?”

So I can tell you it’s on Hatcher-Williams land and you need to move it. He glanced down at the rifle held loosely in her hand. Lacey’s comments on what a great shot Whisper was had him rethinking his plan. Maybe the straightforward approach wasn’t the best. “Lacey said you lived up here with someone.”

“Yeah, my uncle.” She still didn’t move, but her gaze flicked between him and Lightyear.

Interesting. “Can I talk to him?” Maybe a man-to-man conversation would be easier.

Her lips quirked up on one side just slightly, just enough to rivet his gaze. “Sure. This way.”

Trace took a moment to get Lightyear moving, his mind still stuck on the image of her full, feminine lips, but once he set the horse to a walk in between the Joshua trees, it became apparent that riding wasn’t the easiest way to move forward.

Quickly, he jumped down and carefully pulled the reins over Lightyear’s head so they wouldn’t brush along the horse’s face. He grasped them low and guided the horse between trees, keeping the blue jeans and brown vest in sight.

Whisper’s long, straight black ponytail swished back-and-forth with her stride, catching his attention and holding it to the point he almost walked into a prickly pear cactus. Shit, as if the Joshua trees didn’t make this area of the high desert a challenge enough to navigate. No wonder he and his cousin had rarely ventured up here as kids. How the hell did they get a trailer in here?

Finally, they emerged into what looked like a natural clearing of hard-packed earth and there sat a large trailer covered in the dust of the environment. In front of it sat a single Adirondack chair and a chiminea. With a quick scan, he could see a shed to the left and slightly behind it, a cord running to the trailer. A generator? To the right of the home sat an ATV under the shade of a wooden carport-type structure.

“He’s in there.” Whisper grabbed his attention once again and he raised an eyebrow.

“You’re not coming in?”

“It’s too close in there with more than two people.” She waved her hand toward the trailer even as she sat in the chair, the rifle on her lap. “Go ahead. You can introduce yourself.”

Trace released Lightyear’s reins. “Stay there, buddy. I’ll be right back.” Anxious to talk to a man instead of Lacey’s odd friend, Trace strode quickly to the trailer and knocked.

“Oh, go ahead in. Uncle Joey won’t bite.”

Then why did he suddenly have the feeling she wasn’t giving him the whole story.
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“You’re driving too fast.”

Claire Silver took her foot off the gas and glanced at Porsche. It was so nice having a friend who liked to control the universe. “Do you want to drive?”

Porsche turned away and sniffed.

“Yeah. I thought so.” Porsche never wanted to drive. She preferred to let someone else do the work. And to bark orders at random intervals. She loved barking orders.

“It’s just that you do that.”

Claire frowned. “Do what?”

“Go all introspective. Fall silent. Speed.”

“I do not speed.” She checked the speedometer and lifted her lead foot once more. The road from town to the ranch was long, straight and boring, but that was hardly an excuse.

“What are you thinking about anyway that makes your face scrunch up like that?”

“My face is not scrunching up.” It wasn’t. She wasn’t annoyed or fretting in the slightest. Panic and desperation were not crawling up her spine like big black hairy spiders.

Twenty-five wasn’t that old. Her life wasn’t over. Not yet.

Porsche fiddled with the strap to her purse. “Your face is definitely scrunching. Are you worried about the wedding?”

Claire’s gut heaved. “No. Why would I be worried about the wedding?” It wasn’t her wedding. Would it ever be? It wasn’t as though she hadn’t had a chance to get married. She had. Dustin had asked her several times. But she’d turned him down. Each and every time. She couldn’t regret it. Her heart had told her no.

But that had been five years ago. She’d thought she had plenty of time to find him. That perfect man.

He hadn’t shown up.

She despaired he ever would.

But then, why would he? Why would he come to Snake Gully of all places? It was the kind of place people wanted to escape.

She wanted to escape, but her brothers needed her and she’d spent her whole life in this town. Nearly everyone she knew in the world lived here. Besides, she’d tried living in the city. She just wasn’t a city kind of girl. She’d hated the traffic and the pushing and the people everywhere.

There was no peace in the city. Not like she could find lying in a field at night and staring up at the stars with the music of crickets and rustling grass as her accompaniment. She loved her job, her family, the ranch. Her life was practically perfect. There was only one thing missing.

And time was running out.

“You’re doing it again.”

Claire glared at Porsche and touched the brakes.

Twenty-five wasn’t that old. Was it?

And that gray hair she’d found this morning at her temple? Surely that was an anomaly. Surely the buzzing in her head wasn’t her biological clock blaring a strident alarm. Mate. Mate. Mate.

She had a sudden vision of herself sitting in a rocking chair on the porch of the ranch house, wearing a shawl she’d crocheted herself and surrounded by cats. She shuddered.

She hated to crochet.

Porsche huffed a sigh and said, “Well, I don’t blame you for stressing—”

“I’m not stressing.”

“Weddings are a big deal. A lot of details to think about.”

“Cade and Lisa are easygoing. It’ll be a simple affair.”

“Then why are you scrunching?”

“I’m not scrunching.” Damn it all. Why did she have to be so…Porsche right now?

“You’re speeding again.” Her friend pointed at the road ahead of them to illustrate her infraction, though Claire failed to see how it did so.

Porsche was like that, a font of non sequiturs.

Claire glared at her. “Do you want to drive?”

“I’m just—” Porsche broke off as a loud wail sounded behind them.

Claire’s heart thudded as she caught the multicolored lights in the rearview mirror. “Shit.”

“Toldja.”

“Thank you so much,” Claire muttered as she slowed and pulled over to the side of the road. The last thing she needed right now was another ticket. Her insurance agent would have a conniption.

She blew out a breath as she rolled down the window and waited for the officer to make his way to her car. He didn’t seem to be in a hurry. It would have annoyed her, his meandering pace, except it gave her a chance to appreciate his broad chest and tight pants.

Claire had never had a thing for men in uniform—they tended to be cocky and domineering—but this trooper looked like he’d stepped out of a romance cover shoot. Or a gym. Or the Colosseum. He was large and looming and his muscles bulged. Like, everywhere.

She swallowed her drool and fixed a contrite expression on her face as he neared. He leaned his arm on the top of her car and bent to look at her through his government-issue shades. They had to be government-issue, because every trooper who pulled her over wore them.

But this guy wasn’t your typical trooper. In keeping with his most excellent physique, his features—the ones she could see—were those of a Greek god. A tanned Greek god. Chiseled from marble.

His nose was long and straight and his chin was hard and firm. But it was his lips that captured her attention. Though he attempted to look all mean and serious, those lips were lush and beautiful and turned up at the corners, ruining the effect of his ferocity.

“Afternoon, ma’am.”

She tried not to bristle. She hated when the officers who pulled her over called her ma’am. “Good afternoon, sir.” Yeah. Kissing up, for sure.

She wasn’t prepared for his reaction. He stilled. The tiny muscles around his mouth tightened. His nose twitched. “Are you…in a hurry?”

“Oh. No, sir.” Another twitch. “I’m sorry. I just wasn’t paying attention to my speed.” She waved at Porsche. “We were talking.”

“Don’t involve me in this.” Porsche was such a friend.

“Do you know how fast you were going?”

A trick question. Claire opened her eyes real wide and tried to look scared and innocent and all that shit. “How fast, Officer?”

She had the distinct impression her response irritated him. “Fast.” A muscle pulsed in his cheek. “License and registration, please.”

With a sigh, she handed the information over. She kept it handy in the console for situations just like this. The trooper took her papers and scanned them. He stilled, and then glanced at her. “Claire Silver?”

She had no idea why he asked. That was what her papers said. No one in their right mind would pretend to be her. Her life sucked. “Yes.”

He nodded to her, a quick bob of his head, and then made his way back to his car to run her plates. Claire knew what he’d find.

She struggled with the urge to just peel out, but she knew better.

The county sheriff knew where she lived; they’d probably find her.

It took Hottie McHotterson a while to do whatever it was troopers did when they went back to their cars—maybe down a sandwich?—but when he made his way back to her car, his expression was like granite.

A shiver rippled through her at the sight. She had no idea why.

He stopped by her window and stared at her for a long moment before handing her papers back. “I see this isn’t your first rodeo, Miss Silver.”

Yeah. Shit.

“I’ve had…a few tickets.”

“Six in the last six months. You realize you are coming very close to losing your license for reckless driving?”

“I’m not reckless. I promise.”

“You are a repeat offender. I’m within my rights to take you in.”

Her heart lurched. Well hell. This had never happened before. “Take me in? In where?”

“Jail.”

She boggled. Actually boggled. Her eyes went wide and her jaw dropped and she stared at him like a tarsier. “J-jail?”

He let her stew for far too long before he relented. “But I won’t. I do, however have to give you a ticket.”

She batted her lashes. Sometimes that worked. “Please? Can you let me go with a warning?” She even tried a smile.

He didn’t budge. “A warning? What kind of warning?”

“You know… Please don’t speed again?”

He snorted something that might have been a laugh. “I think you’ve had plenty of warnings.”

Seriously? No one had ever given her a warning. They went straight to Ticket Land. She batted her lashes again. Hopefully he wouldn’t think she was having a seizure.

And he didn’t. He leaned closer. Close enough that she could smell his delicious breath, feel his heat, see her own reflection in his stupid glasses, and he whispered, “That didn’t work in high school, Claire, and it’s not going to work now.”

Her pulse stuttered. Wait. What?

Did she know this man? How could she know this man and not know she knew this man?

Her gaze flicked down to his nametag. Dunham. Dunham? Had she known a—

It hit her like a wave, hard and fast and spinning her around in a breath-stealing froth. Shit. This was Charlie Dunham? She flicked a look at his shoulders, his broad chest, the biceps bulging from the short sleeves of his uniform. It couldn’t be Charlie Dunham. The scrawny boy who’d followed her brother Cody around like he was God? The boy who’d pulled her pigtails and had once stolen her clothes when she’d been skinny-dipping in the lake?

“Charlie?” she had to ask.

His lips kicked up into a smirk. Now that she remembered.

Then he ripped the ticket off his pad and handed it to her. She took it with numb fingers. “Try to watch your speed, Miss Silver,” he said in an annoyingly officious tone. “Oh, and say hello to Cody for me. Now that I’m back in town, he and I need to get together for a drink.” With that, and a mocking salute, he spun on his heel and walked back to his cruiser, leaving Claire stunned and silent in her car.

Charlie Dunham was back in town. And daham, he was hot.


Chapter Two
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Claire Silver.

Shit. Of all people to pull over the first day on duty at his new assignment.

It had brought his past back with a vengeance. And still, even now, she made him feel like that awkward skinny kid who’d lusted after her in high school. She was, and always would be, his unattainable dream.

Claire had been a beauty, even as a girl, but she’d been way out of his league and he’d known it. As a kid, he’d had to satisfy himself with annoying her as much as he could. Stupid stuff, like short-sheeting her bed when their families went to the lodge together, hiding alarm clocks in her room to wake her up every hour on the hour, stealing her clothes when he caught her skinny-dipping…

His mind stalled on that memory.

Damn.

It had been fuel for his teenaged fantasies for years. And, if he was being truthful, he still thought about it on occasion.

Like daily.

When he’d moved back to Snake Gully, the town he’d grown up in, the thought had been there, hovering in the back of his mind, that he might meet her again. And, tangled with it, the hope she was still single.

It was a scrawny hope, because Claire was a catch. Any guy would be damn lucky to have her. Surely, in the years he’d been away, serving as an MP in the army, someone would have snagged her.

Someone should have.

But here, now, evidence that she wasn’t married. Or, at the very least, went by her maiden name. That was something. And—not that he’d memorized her license, but he did—she still lived in the big ranch house outside of town.

He tried to ignore that flicker of exhilaration, but failed.

Ten years was a long time. A lot could have happened to change her. He was certainly a different man. It would be foolish to jump to any conclusions about her. If he wanted to see what might be possible between them, he had to take this thing one step at a time.

But damn it all. If he had a chance with Claire Silver, he was going to grab it with both hands.

He watched her pull back onto the road and he chuckled when she did so with excruciating caution. He was pretty sure she wouldn’t be careful for long. So he started up his engine and followed her. Just as a reminder.

It was almost a disappointment when she pulled into the ranch where she lived. Charlie slowed down as he passed, and he blinked because the sign had changed. Instead of the rustic old Double S brand, it now said Double Stud and had cutouts of buff male bodies.

What the hell?

Yeah, maybe he’d been gone too long.

Once he passed the Double Stud—and Claire’s car disappeared—there was no reason to keep heading south, so he made a U-ie and headed back to town. His stomach was grumbling and it was time for lunch.

He pulled in at Bubba’s Bar and Grill, radioed Gladys that he was taking his break and sauntered into his old haunt. How surreal that it hadn’t changed one iota. The old moose head still held a place of prominence over the hallway to the bathroom, the bar side of the establishment was still as murky as it always had been and—swear to God—toothless old Willie McAnders was sitting on the same damn stool. With the same glass of whiskey in his hand.

It was like stepping back in time.

Once, that stagnant nature of this dusty old town would have annoyed him. But now, after everything he’d been through, it was like a warm blanket. Not that life had kicked him in the balls, but it kind of had. Serving two tours in Iraq could do that to a man. Make him crave the dull monotony of Snake Fucking Gully.

He removed his hat, sidled up to the bar and lifted a finger to the bartender, who was at the far end, chatting with a customer. The guy looked vaguely familiar, but then, everyone he’d seen since his return did.

“What can I getcha for, Officer? You look like a beer man,” he said with a smile that didn’t meet his eyes.

Charlie was used to such reserve. A lot of people were uncomfortable around a uniform. “Just water,” he said. “I’m on duty.”

“Right.” He quickly filled a glass and set it on the counter.

“And do you have a menu?”

The barkeep laughed and handed him a sticky, laminated card. “Sure.” He paused and eyed Charlie contemplatively. “You new here?”

Charlie lifted his glass in a salute. “First day.”

“Yeah, I was wondering who was replacing Frank.” The previous sheriff had retired and moved to Las Vegas. “Welcome to town.”

“Thanks.”

The bartender continued to study him. Charlie responded with a look that wasn’t challenging, but just barely. He disliked being stared at. The guy lowered his eyes and murmured, “You from around here? You look familiar.”

Charlie sipped his water. Something about this interaction made him ill at ease. Surely it wasn’t the PTSD that made him so paranoid. But it probably was. “Grew up here.”

“No way.”

Way.

His eyes flicked to Charlie’s name-tag and he frowned. “Dunham? Not Charlie Dunham?”

“Yes.”

“Dude. We went to high school together!”

Charlie narrowed his eyes and studied the bartender again. He did look familiar. He should expect this kind of thing to happen, now that he was here. He shouldn’t let it get to him. But old habits were hard to break. He was used to being on guard, being preternaturally aware of his instincts at all times. In Iraq, it was the difference between living and dying.

Here, not so much.

“Really? What’s your name?”

The bartender thrust out a hand. “Dustin Shakley.”

Dustin. Oh yeah. “I do remember you.” They’d both been on the lower rungs of the social ladder back then, but Dustin had at least been in sports. And damn, he’d changed. He was tall and muscled and he had sandy-brown hair that flopped in his eyes, instead of that crew cut all the kids in town got from Delmar over at the barbershop.

As the two clasped hands, Dustin said, “So you’re back in town, then?”

“Yup. Got a place over on Elm.”

“Oh yeah. The old Cruster place.”

He should have remembered. Everyone in Snake Gully knew everybody’s business. “Right.”

“Pity about that.”

“Hmm?”

“Oh, the widow dying like that.”

Charlie narrowed his eyes. “Like what?”

Dustin leaned in. “Eaten by her cats.”

“Ho. Glad I missed that one.”

“Well, they didn’t eat all of her.”

“There’s a mercy.”

Dustin grinned. “So what would you like?” He waved at the menu.

Charlie scanned it for a second, but needn’t have bothered. It was the same menu it had always been. “Burger and fries, I think.”

“Gotcha. Go ahead and take a table and we’ll get you going.”

The tables were all empty, so Charlie picked one facing the door. It was second nature, he supposed. Always on point. Granted, it was unlikely that a band of armed insurgents would come barreling into Bubba’s on a lazy afternoon, but lingering ghosts died hard. While he waited for his meal, he checked the messages on his cell phone—which didn’t take long—and then studied the people sitting at the bar, looking for more familiar faces. That didn’t take long either, because there weren’t many people imbibing at this hour.

His pulse kicked into gear when the door opened and a tall man stepped through it on a glare of sunshine. It was probably foolish to reach for his gun, but again, it was only instinct. His hand stilled halfway through the motion when his eyes adjusted and he realized who it was.

“Damn,” he muttered, loud enough for it to reverberate off the walls. “Cade Silver as I live and breathe!”

He hadn’t known Cade all that well growing up—even though their families hung out together a lot at BBQs and joint vacations—because Cade mostly kept to himself back then. But they’d met again overseas, two men dealing with a hellish reality, and they’d bonded then.

Cade glanced his way and a huge smile broke his stern demeanor. “Well, hell’s bells. Is that you, Charlie?”

In response he stood and shook Cade’s extended hand. And then they hugged—one of those macho man-hugs that were totally okay as long as they slapped each other on the back so hard it thumped.

“So good to see a familiar face,” Charlie said with a grin. “Even one as ugly as yours.”

“You’re one to talk,” Cade growled, but there was nothing menacing about it. “Look at that scar.” He waved at Charlie’s closely cropped scalp.

“Damn IEDs.”

“Don’t I know it.” Cade followed Charlie to his table, whipped a chair around and straddled it backwards. “Those were the worst.”

Yeah. The one that had clocked him had taken out half his platoon. He was lucky to be alive, but to this day, cursed himself for not taking point. Maybe he would have noticed the bomb before it was too late.

Dustin appeared with Charlie’s burger and glanced at Cade. “Can I get you anything?”

“A beer? Thanks.” They both watched as Dustin made his way back to the bar, then Cade said, “Why didn’t you tell me you were in town?”

“Just got in. Today’s my first day on duty.” He affected a solemn look. “Already caught one nefarious criminal.”

“Really?” Cade chuckled. There were no nefarious criminals in Snake Gully, if one wasn’t counting the Puceys, who owned the town. And they weren’t criminals so much as mean sons of bitches.

“Mmm hmm. Some hot-rod speeder. Wise-cracking blonde. Name of…Silver. Have you met her?”

Cade hooted. “No way. Are you serious?”

“Yup.”

“That must have ticked her off.”

“She wasn’t pleased to see me.” He forced a smile. Yeah. That still stuck in his craw.

“Serves her right. Claire’s always thought the normal rules don’t apply to her.”

“There’s a new sheriff in town.” Charlie waggled his brows.

“Well, welcome home. I’m damn glad to see you. Cody will be over the moon.”

“I miss our poker games.”

“Me too.”

“You should come over to the house. I’d love to introduce you to my fiancée.”

Charlie boggled. “Your what?”

Cade’s grin was huge. “Yup. I finally caught one.”

“Congratulations!” Damn. He was happy for his friend—Cade deserved to find love and, judging from his expression, he was in love. But it was a painful gut punch too, a reminder of a dream he’d had for a while, of a peaceful life, a doting wife, picket fences, fat babies and all that shit. “What’s her name?”

“Lisa Binder. You may remember her.”

“Oh yeah. Freckles.”

Cade blinked. “Freckles?”

“That’s what I used to call her in the third grade. She hated it.”

“I’ll have to remember that. But seriously. Come on by.”

“Yeah. About the ranch….” He shot Cade a curious look. “I drove by today and saw the sign had changed.”

“Right.” Cade blew out a breath. “When dad died, we almost lost the property. Cody had this harebrained idea—”

“Sounds like Cody.”

“To turn the ranch into a B&B.”

Charlie frowned. “Well, that doesn’t sound like Cody.”

“With strippers.”

“With…”

“Yeah. Strippers. We do parties on the weekend for horny housewives. Bring in male dancers from Dallas. Business is pretty damn good.”

“I can imagine.”

Cade eyed him up and down. “You should come dance for us. We’re looking for a new cop.”

The fuck. “You should see me pole dance. Pretty sad.”

“Don’t be ridiculous.” Cade winked. “We don’t need no stinkin’ poles.”

Holy crap. This was as insane as it got. Who’da thunk—the last time he and Cade had shared a meal in a bivouac—that one day he’d be asking Charlie to strip for him? His buddies on the other side must be laughing their asses off.

At the reminder, his humor faded. “It really is nice to be home. Weird to be calling Snake Gully home, but there you have it.”

“I know. It can be tough coming back and adjusting to a normal life after everything we’ve been through. But it’s worth it. What you need is to find yourself a good woman to help you settle in.”

Why Cade’s sister popped into Charlie’s mind was a mystery. Or maybe not.

“There’s plenty of time for that, I suppose.”

“I suppose. Well, I’m damn glad to see you. What do you say, after you finish your burger, we head out to the ranch for dessert?”

“Dessert?”

Cade grinned. “My fiancée is a phenomenal baker.”

“Oooh. Excellent. Better keep hold of that one.”

“I plan to.”

“Because if she’s as good as you say she is, I might have to steal her.”

Cade laughed, some carefree chuckle that said more than words. No one was stealing his Lisa from him and he knew it.

It was so wrong to be jealous, but Charlie couldn’t help it.

He could only hope he would be as lucky in love.

But somehow, he doubted it.


Chapter Three
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The phone rang just as Claire and Porsche stepped into the foyer of the ranch house.

“Can someone get that?” Lisa called from the kitchen. “My hands are full.”

“Got it,” Claire responded as she lifted the receiver. “Hello?” Annoyance rippled through her as silence crackled on the other end. They got calls like this every now and again. Sometimes they were robocalls, sometimes Mildred Grace, who called to rail about the indecent goings-on at the Stud Ranch. And sometimes, it was just some heavy breather. “Helloooooo?” And yeah. She could hear him, vaguely, but there he was. Breathing. In and out. In and out. Too bad she didn’t have her whistle. She slammed the receiver back into the cradle with a snarl. “Bastard.”

“Who was it?” Porsche asked as they made their way into the kitchen.

Lisa, of course, repeated the question as they stepped into the warm, redolent room. Mmm. Cookies.

“Him again.”

“Hmm?” Lisa glanced up from her batter. “Who?”

“The heavy breather.”

“Ooh,” Porsche cooed, snatching one of the snickerdoodles cooling on the rack. “You have a heavy breather? Lucky you.”

“Yeah. I feel so blessed.” Claire grabbed a cookie too. She loved Lisa and the way she was so good for Cade and all, but the real reason Claire was delighted her friend was joining the family was on the platter before her. It was awesome her brothers weren’t here to gobble all this up first.

“If he’s still calling, we should report him to the phone company,” Lisa said with a frown.

Claire shrugged. “It’s probably some old dude in town who doesn’t like what we’re doing here.” There were some in Snake Gully who objected to the clientele—and employees—they brought in on a regular basis. But none of those people had ever attended one of their parties. They’d certainly never met any of the dancers. They had no idea who they were or that most of them were decent men with real jobs and respectable lives and were just trying to make ends meet. And most of their customers were well-to-do wives and grandmothers who were just looking for a little excitement.

“I’ll talk to Cade about it,” Lisa said. “I don’t mind when everyone is here, but when I’m alone, it creeps me out.”

Yeah. It was creepy.

Claire peeped over the breakfast bar onto the counter where Lisa had created a post-apocalyptic landscape in flour and sugar. There was a dusting on her forehead as well. “What are you making?” Claire asked.

Lisa’s eyes lit up. “I’m experimenting with a new pâte à choux recipe.”

Pate what?” “I don’t know what that means.”

Lisa ginned. “It means éclairs and cream puffs.”

“Oooh. Well, don’t let me distract you.”

“I wasn’t planning on it,” Lisa quipped, licking her finger. She was always licking her finger, but since she was the ranch’s baker, it was probably a good sign. She resumed stirring, beating the batter as though it had misbehaved. “Hey, did you hear there is a new cop in town?” she said, apropos of nothing.

Claire’s heart lurched.

“New cop?” Porsche gave her a nudge, but Claire ignored her. She turned away and pretended to alphabetize the spice rack. Although she never would. Lisa would kill her if she touched anything. Not that she knew what most of those torture implements were even called. Claire was a disaster in the kitchen, even when she made a sandwich. Lisa had banned her more than once.

“Yeah. I hear he’s a real hottie. Ethel says he looks like the guy on that reality dating show. You know. The one with the cowboy?”

“I love that show,” Porsche said with an orgasmic expression, although, to be fair, that could have been the snickerdoodle.

Claire grimaced. “Can’t watch those shows. Too many smoochy kissing noises.” And it was annoying watching people in love. Especially given the field of contenders in this miserable burg.

“What?” Porsche squawked.

“You know what I mean. All those guys are sloppy kissers. Grosses me out.”

Lisa humphed. “Well, according to Ethel, he kind of looks like that guy.”

“Ethel is ninety if she’s a day. She has no business watching shows like that.” Or ogling the new sheriff.

Porsche chuckled and cocked her head. “Never too late.”

Claire glowered at the jibe. Porsche knew how sensitive she was about her approaching birthday and her dismal prospects. “Yeah. Yeah. It kind of is too late.” For Ethel at least. “Who knows what could happen if a woman of her years looks at a hot guy. Her ovaries might explode in a puff of dust.”

“Now, Claire.” Lisa wagged the spoon at her. “That’s not nice. We’ll be old one day too.”

Like in two weeks’ time.

“I can only pray that I won’t spend my latter years drooling over hot cowboy cops and farting dust bunnies.” It annoyed her that an image of Charlie Dunham flitted through her brain, but as hot cowboy cops went, he wasn’t bad.

“Well, there’s a visual for you.”

Claire rolled her eyes as her brother Cade’s deep voice wafted through the kitchen. Crap. Why did he have to walk in just now?

Oh and it got worse. When Claire spun around on her stool to skewer him with some pithy barb…he wasn’t alone.

Charlie was with him.

“Hey, honey,” Lisa said, presenting her cheek for Cade’s kiss. “I missed you.”

“Mmm. I missed you.” Cade grabbed a handful of cookies and passed one to his companion. “Lisa, this is my old friend Charlie. Charlie, Lisa.”

Lisa took in the uniform and waggled her brows. “You’re the new cop in town. We were just talking about you.”

His glazed flicked to Claire and burned. “Were you?”

Damn it. His voice was low and sultry and made something annoying shimmy through her bowels.

She thrust a thumb at Lisa. “She was.”

“Were you telling them about your latest ticket?” Cade asked. The jerk.

She glowered at Charlie. “You told him?”

“It’s hardly a state secret.”

“Wait. You got another ticket?” Lisa gaped at her. “And why didn’t you tell me you’d met Charlie? You just let me keep babbling on about how much he looks like that cowboy on TV.”

“What cowboy on TV?” Charlie asked.

“The cute one,” Porsche said in something of a drooly coo. Claire nearly whacked her.

She hated the way Charlie turned to Porsche. The way his gaze narrowed on her. The way his smile ticked up. “And who are you? I don’t think we’ve met.”

Damn. That seductive thread in his tone made her restless, and pissed. Because it was meant for Porsche. Not that she had anything to worry about. First of all, Porsche was hopelessly in love with Cody. And secondly, Claire wanted nothing to do with Charlie. He’d already humiliated her enough for one day.

“I’m Porsche McCoy.” More batting.

“McCoy? Are you related to Ford?”

“Ford is my brother.”

“Oh yeah. You have his eyes.”

Yuck. If it got any sticky-sweeter in here, she was going to need some insulin.

“So anyway,” she said, even though she had no idea what was coming next. She just needed to turn the topic away from Porsche’s eyes. She burbled the first thing out of her mouth. “That reality show. Wouldn’t it be fun to do something like that here?” Oh gawd. Where had that come from?

“That’s a great idea,” Porsche said. “Invite some of the local single guys and single girls. Bring them together. Have competitions for dates. How fun would that be?” This, of course, was directed at Charlie. And honestly. If Claire didn’t know better, she would think Porsche was banging out Morse code with those lashes.

“Um, right.” Cade shook his head. “And how exactly will that bring in more money?”

“It’s not always about money,” Porsche said. “Sometimes it’s about serving the community.”

Cade cracked a laugh. “Not in our business.”

“I have a better idea,” Lisa said in that über-perky tone she reserved for times when she had one of her “brilliant” ideas. Claire shuddered in advance. “You should go on one of those shows. You know. The dating shows.”

Claire gaped at her. Heat rose on her cheeks. It topped out at her ears when Charlie chuckled behind her.

“I don’t need a dating show to get a man.”

“Don’t you?” Cade asked. “Because I haven’t seen you dating much.”

How mortifying. The heat spread to her chest and prickled. “Have you seen the field of contenders? This is Snake Gully.”

“There’s always Derwood,” Lisa suggested on a snicker. Yeah. She could snicker. She was engaged.

“I try not to be picky, but I kind of like it when a guy I’m kissing has teeth.”

“Derwood has teeth,” Porsche insisted. “They just slip out sometimes.”

“How about Wayne?” Cade asked, referring to one of his buddies. There was nothing wrong with Wayne that a good bath and a strong dose of deodorant wouldn’t cure, but he hardly inflamed mad passion in her heart of hearts.

“Yeah. I’ll ask him when he finishes playing World of Warcraft.”

“Oh, he’s finished with that,” Porsche said.

“Yeah?” Yay.

“He’s into LARPing now.”

“Okay, what?” Charlie asked.

Porsche whirled on him and affected her most ingenious grin. “LARPing. Live Action Role Playing.”

Cade leaned in. “So when you see a horde of Huns frolicking in the park and storming the jungle gym on Saturday afternoon, you don’t need to call for backup.”

“Good to know.” Charlie’s lips kicked up and somehow snagged Claire’s attention. They were nice lips. But then, everything about him was attractive. He was tall and broad enough to make her feel small, which she really liked in a man, and he was handsome as hell. His features were flawless, with the exception of a scar tracking through his short-shorn hair and even that gave him an air of mystery.

Or not mystery. More like savagery.

She wondered where he’d gotten it, but it was probably impolite to ask. She wondered a lot of things about him all of a sudden. But if she showed any interest in him, her brother would pounce and God knew what kind of humiliating things he might say.

It was bad enough that they were openly discussing her love life—or lack thereof—in his presence.

Lisa, bless her, saved her. “So Charlie, what have you been up to since you left town?”

Claire pretended disinterest and studied Lisa’s actions as she stuffed the pâte à choux in a pastry bag and started piping it onto a baking sheet.

“He was in Iraq,” Cade said.

Her heart jerked. Damn. Cade had been in Iraq. It had nearly crushed his soul. She flicked a look at Charlie, but when she realized his gaze was on her, she quickly looked away.

“Yeah. Five years in the service was enough for me. I was an MP, so it made sense to go into law enforcement.”

“Good for you,” Lisa said.

“And it was good timing,” Porsche chirped. She was such a chirper. “With Frank retiring and all.”

Charlie nodded. “Right.”

“You’ll have to come for dinner one night.”

Claire glowered at Lisa. There was no call for that. The last thing she wanted was to spend more time with him. Oh sure, he was cute and tall and all grown up, but she remembered him. He’d lived to aggravate her.

“I’d love to,” he said. And, with a glance at Claire, “Sometime. I was hoping to see Cody. Is he here?”

Claire tipped back her chin. “He’s out.”

“Out?”

“Auditioning a couple new guys.” She had no idea why he frowned. “Do you want me to GPS him?” A sarcastic barb. But before he could respond, she pulled out her phone and tapped in a code. “Okay. Cody is just leaving Dallas. He should be home in…about two hours.”

She glanced up to find Charlie staring at her. “You really have your brother on GPS?”

“Of course.”

“Doesn’t that bug him?”

She shrugged. “We’re running a business. It saves time when we need to find someone, and besides, I know all their dirty secrets.”

“Do they know yours?” A whisper. It sent a shiver up her spine.

“I don’t have any secrets,” she hissed back.

“Don’t you?”

Cade cleared his throat, shattering whatever spell that Charlie had woven around her and reminding her that she and Charlie weren’t alone. Not hardly alone. “Why don’t we plan on having dinner at Bubba’s?” he said. “It’s Tuesday and a bunch of the guys will be there. I know they’d love to see you again.”

“That sounds great. And now,” Charlie said, donning his hat and gloves, “I’d better get back to work. Nice to meet you, ma’am.” He nodded to Lisa and touched his brim. “Porsche. Claire.”

It might have been her imagination, but it seemed as though his gaze lingered on her a bit longer than it should have. Or she could be delusional.

Also, she reminded herself, she wasn’t interested in him. Not at all.

Still, when he left the room, it suddenly felt empty. Of course, it was probably because Cade and Lisa walked him out.

As the front screen door slammed shut, Porsche gusted a sigh. “Now that,” she said, “is a hot cop.”

Claire had no idea why fury raked her. “I thought you were in love with Cody,” she said in a tone that was a tad too harsh. It was a longtime joke between them that one day they would be sisters. Only to Porsche it had never been a joke.

“Cody? Cody who?” She affected that all too innocent look she was famous for. “Besides, Cody doesn’t know I’m alive.”

“He knows you’re alive.”

“You know what I mean.” She glanced down the hall to the door. “I’ll tell you one thing.”

“What?”

“I have a sudden hankering to go to Bubba’s tonight.”

And yeah. Who didn’t? But Claire wasn’t going to go. She had no intention of putting herself in Charlie Dunham’s path, ever again.

Not if she could help it.


Chapter Four
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Claire shifted on the barstool, lifted her beer and glanced around Bubba’s. It was busy for a Tuesday night. Most of the tables were occupied and the weekly poker game was in full swing. But there was no sign of Charlie.

She shouldn’t have come. Didn’t know why she had.

It wasn’t like she wanted to see him again or anything.

She’d only come because Cade had asked.

Really.

“Can I get you another?” The warm, low voice from the other side of the bar captured her attention and she smiled at Dustin. He’d always had a sexy voice and though she liked listening to him talk in that Southern drawl, the rest of the package didn’t match up. Oh, he was nice enough and had been romantic during the time they’d dated. And he was handsome.

He just wasn’t the one.

“Oh hey, Dustin. Naw, I’m good.”

He flicked a look over her t-shirt. It was one of her favorites, with rhinestones spelling out Got Bling? on the front, but she didn’t care for the direction of his perusal. “You’re looking pretty tonight, Claire. Got a date?”

She huffed a laugh. “Nope. Just here with the boys.”

“Ah. And here I was thinking some idiot had stood you up.”

“Nope. No idiot.”

He nonchalantly rubbed a cloth over the bar. “You, ah, dating anyone now?”

Shit. She knew that tone. She shouldn’t even be talking to him. The last thing she wanted to do was encourage him. He’d been hard enough to shake off the last time she’d broken up with him.

If he started hounding her again, she’d be miserable. Just trying to avoid him took too much energy. Especially when he worked in the only place in town that made a decent burger.

A lie was most definitely in order.

She looked down and feigned a smile. “Maybe.”

His hand stilled. Curled into a fist around the rag. “Really?”

Holy crap. One word, but it spoke volumes. She had to look at him. His expression was tight, his chin hard. His eyes burned into her.

“One of those fancy Dallas boys you have up to the ranch, I s’pose.” Practically a snarl.

It took some effort to remain casual. “Darling, you know I never mix business with pleasure.”

An unexpected laugh at her shoulder danced over her cheek. Everything in her clenched as she recognized Charlie’s voice. His scent. “That’s good to know,” he said as he took the stool beside her. He tipped his head to Dustin. “A beer, please.”

Dustin frowned, then nodded and headed to the tap.

“Didn’t think I’d see you here tonight,” Charlie said in an undertone, with a hint of humor that made her want to smack him.

“It’s the only bar in town.”

“That it is.” He flicked a look around the bar.

She tried to be all blasé and pithy, but she made the mistake of looking at him. He wasn’t wearing his sexy uniform, but in button-fly jeans and a polo shirt, he was even more lethal. Jesus God it should be illegal for a man to wear a shirt that tight in public.

Or maybe it wasn’t the shirt. A shirt was just a shirt, wasn’t it?

It was all the shit packed into it.

Bulging pecs, broad shoulders, massive, veined biceps and that neck.

Technically, the neck wasn’t in the shirt, but still, it was thick and muscled and speckled with his day beard.

He glanced at her beer. His annoying brow quirked up. “You’re not driving, are you?” he whispered. “Because I’d hate to pull you over…again.”

She faked a smile. “Oh, come on, Charlie. You love pulling me over and you know it.”

“It was the highlight of my day. I admit it.”

“I live to serve.”

His smiled dimmed. “So…” A long pause. “You’re seeing someone?”

Heat sluiced through her at his question, at his tone. “What?”

“That’s what you told Dustin.”

Oh. Right. She forced a smile. “Yeah, well, there might be a guy I’m seeing.”

“Really? What’s his name?”

She stared at him. His name? Um… “Mark.”

“Hmm. Nice name. And what does Mark do for a living?”

Hell, she didn’t know. “Why do you ask?”

He met her gaze and something simmered between them. “Because I’m curious.”

Mark, Mark, Mark. What would a guy named Mark do for a living? “He’s a space pilot.”

Charlie’s eyes opened wide. “Wow. A space pilot.”

“Mmm hmm. In space.” She waggled a hand in the vague direction of the Crab Nebula.

“Pretty interesting work.”

“If you can get it. It’s kind of an elite thing.”

“I can imagine.”

Dustin brought his beer and Charlie took a sip.

“I suppose he spends a lot of time away.”

Claire nodded like a bobblehead doll. “Oodles.”

“And a girl like you…”

She narrowed her eyes. “A girl like me?”

“Gets lonely.”

“Hey now,” Dustin said. Apparently he’d never left. Claire hadn’t noticed because she’d been swimming in an ocean of cerulean.

“I beg your pardon?” Charlie said, pinning Dustin with an intimidating look.

Dustin’s lips worked. “Are you hitting on Claire?”

“Of course not.” His expression was a little too innocent. “She has a boyfriend.”

There was no call for Dustin to glower at her like that. As though she’d betrayed him. They’d broken up years ago.

She nodded. “He’s from out of town.”

“He’d have to be,” Dustin muttered. “Or I’d know him. Where did you meet him?”

Oh holy crap. What was this? The Spanish Boyfriend Inquisition? And these guys weren’t even her brothers. She huffed a sigh and even worked up a tear. “I don’t want to talk about him,” she said, burying her face in her hands. “I miss him so much.”

“Aw. Look at that,” Charlie said to Dustin. “You made her cry.”

“I didn’t mean to make her cry. I was just asking—”

“I think you need some fresh air, Claire. Let’s go outside.”

Dustin squawked in protest, but Charlie had wrapped his arm around her and was walking her toward the back door before Dustin had a second to do more. They emerged in the alley behind the bar and Claire curled her nose.

“I thought you promised fresh air,” she quipped as they passed the trash cans.

Charlie chuckled and—for some reason—kept his arm around her as they made their way down the back alley. For some reason, she let him.

“You may thank me now,” he said after they’d reached the end of the road. It wasn’t long. This was Snake Gully, after all.

She glanced at him. “For what?”

“Rescuing you.”

“Did you?”

“From him.” He shook his head. “Dustin’s got it bad for you.”

Claire tipped up her chin and stared at the star-studded sky and unleashed a primal scream. It bounced off the buildings and annoyed several dogs in the vicinity. “I wish he would just forget about me.”

“You, ah, dated?”

“For a while.”

“Was it serious?”

“Apparently it was to him. He asked me to marry him.”

“Ah.”

She didn’t like it, the way he said that word. “I said no and we broke up.”

“Ah.” Same word. Very different tone.

She flicked a look at him. God, he was handsome in the shadows of the night with the streetlights hovering around him like a halo. She didn’t know what spurred her, but she opened her mouth and asked, “So do you have a girlfriend?”

Her heart stuttered when he stopped and turned to face her, set his hands on her shoulders and stared into her eyes. “If I did, would I rescue maidens in distress?”

“I was hardly in distress. But yes. You probably would. You’re a war hero.”

“Am I?”

“That’s what Cade says.”

“Not dying doesn’t make you a hero, but you’re right. I suppose I would still rescue damsels if I had a girlfriend. But you know what I wouldn’t do?”

“What?” He was so close. His breath skated over her face. His heat reached out to enfold her like a blanket. “What wouldn’t you do?”

“I wouldn’t do this.”

To her shock and delight, he bent his head and he kissed her.


Chapter Five
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Un-fricking-believable. Claire Silver, in his arms, letting him kiss her.

And what a magnificent kiss it was. He caught her by surprise, so her lips were parted. When he pressed his mouth against hers, she sighed, or something like it, and her essence filled his being.

Damn, she tasted good.

He yanked her closer, tipped his head and deepened the kiss. Loved that she responded. Slowly, tentatively at first, but then with increasing passion. She looped her arms around his shoulders and cupped his nape with her palm. Stroked him with her thumb as he delved deeper.

She was a tiny thing, but the full package. Her body was soft and fit him in all the right places.

And yeah. All the times he’d fantasized about kissing her…not one of them even came close to the reality.

His passion rose and he couldn’t help pressing against her belly. She made a sound like a moan and reciprocated, arching into him and curling her fingers against his skin.

They parted by mutual consent—though an ache rose as he lost the connection—and he sighed.

She stared up at him, her eyes damp, lips parted. And yeah, they were damp too. Her tongue swept out and he nearly lost it, right then and there.

“When did you get so tall?” she asked in a contemplative tone, one almost devoid of prickles.

“When did you get so short?” he asked. “You’re practically a runt.”

She hit him with her fist, but only in jest. He barely felt it. “I’m not a runt.”

“You’re short. I have to bend down to kiss you.”

“You could always kiss someone else,” she said in a defiant tone.

“You could stand on a box.”

“I’m not standing on a box.”

He tsked at her. “You’re being unreasonable.”

“Am I?” she said on a laugh. It was hard to maintain his dour demeanor. They turned and strolled over to Main Street, as though neither was ready for this interaction to end.

“Yes. Lots of women throughout history have stood on a box for their men.”

“Name one.”

“Queen Victoria.”

“I don’t believe that for a minute.”

“It’s true. Google it.”

“I’m not going to Google it. I have better things to do than worry about how Queen Victoria climbed Prince Albert.”

“There are more.”

“Oh dear.” She gusted a sigh. “Do tell.”

“Cleopatra. Joan of Arc. Mother Teresa.”

“Balderdash. Mother Teresa never kissed a man.”

“How do you know?”

“She was a nun.”

He waggled his brows. “She wasn’t always a nun.”

“This conversation is pointless.”

“It is not. It is very important that we work this out. I would like to kiss you again, at some point.” Like now.

“Wouldn’t you rather kiss Cleopatra? She was very beautiful and passionate and, from what I understand, was willing to stand on a box.”

“Ah, but you’re forgetting the asps. I try to avoid women who keep vipers as pets.”

“Well, yes, I suppose that is a good idea.” He took her hand as they wandered toward the park, and she let him. In fact, she interlaced their fingers, which he found encouraging indeed. The night air was sweet and cool and riffled gently through her hair. Her beauty was only enhanced by the glow of the moon. “If you could kiss any of them, which would you choose?” she asked after a moment.

“Hmm.” He pretended to ponder this conundrum. “I can’t think of any other short woman I would rather kiss than you.”

She stopped and looked up at him, torn between outrage and humor. “I’m not short.”

They were next to the merry-go-round—which was providential—so he lifted her up on it. Finally they were face-to-face. “That’s better.”

“What’s better?” she said, but her voice had softened and she leaned into him in a delicious way. He rocked the merry-go-round, just a bit, just enough to make her clutch him in her surprise.

“And better still.”

“Good sir, I do think you intend to debauch me.”

Debauch her? Hmm. Not a bad idea. “I was planning to kiss you, but hey, who am I to deny a lady?”

She stilled as their gazes clashed. Her smile faded. In its place was something even more lovely. Desire. He pulled her closer and breathed in her scent.

“Did you know I had a crush on you when we were kids?” He wasn’t sure why he admitted it. He’d sworn he never would.

“You did?” Her eyes widened.

“Couldn’t you tell?”

“No. You were so mean to me.”

“Only because I wanted your attention.”

She scudded her palm over his short hair. It felt divine. “Do you want my attention now?”

“Oh, absolutely.”

“Are you going to be mean?”

“Never.”

“Well, then,” she said, but she didn’t finish the sentence, unless she meant to express herself in a more tactile fashion. She tipped her head to the side and pressed her mouth to his. It was tender and soft and clinging and it incited him to respond. He nudged her lips apart with his tongue and tasted her. She groaned and her fingers curled; she raked her nails over his scalp.

And damn, it was good. A shiver danced up his spine.

Unfortunately, bracing on the merry-go-round was a bad strategy, because it kept moving, so he whipped her up into his arms and sat, cradling her on his lap. He leaned her against one of the poles and used that for leverage in his kiss.

He tasted her, reveled in her and she reciprocated. He had no idea how long they kissed, explored, exulted in each other, but it wasn’t nearly long enough. Forever would be good, he supposed. Not asking much.

This was too wonderful to even think of stopping.

She was an armful, his Claire, and he could tell a deep passion bubbled beneath that slightly cynical surface. As her passion rose, she drew her hands over his shoulders and chest and then, to his horror and delight, found the hem of his polo shirt and slipped beneath it, touching him flesh to flesh.

Holy crap. His cock surged. He almost heard the boiiing.

“We’re in the park,” he said, more to himself than her.

“It’s dark,” she whispered. “No one can see.”

He pulled back. He had to. Because in a minute he’d have her on the dirt beneath him. She deserved better than that. “Come home with me.”

He saw the yearning in her eyes, but then a cloud fell. “I can’t, Charlie.”

“Why not?”

“We just met.”

“I’ve known you your whole life.”

“We just met again. And I don’t…”

“What?” God, she wasn’t still a virgin, was she?

“I don’t do that. Not casually.”

He nodded. It was a rough pill to swallow but, “I can respect that.”

“Besides, Cade will be looking for me when the game breaks up.”

Oh right. Her brother. His friend. The trained killer.

“How about dinner tomorrow night?” Yeah, second best, but better than nothing. Besides it wasn’t a bad idea to take it slow and get to know each other before they dove into bed.

She arched a brow. “Dinner?”

“I know a place that has a great burger.”

She spurted a laugh. “Bubba’s?” It was the only place in town that made burgers.

“Two-star dining at its finest. I think they even have wine if you special order.”

“Yeah. Wine from a box.”

“Some of the best wines come in a box.”

“Are you sure about that?”

“Google it.” He sent her a coaxing grin. “So, what do you say? Tomorrow night? Dinner at Bubba’s?”

She wrapped her arms around his neck and grinned at him. “I would love that.”

“Awesome.” He helped her up and they made their way back to the bar. Before he opened the door for her, he smacked her on the ass and whispered, “Wear heels.”

And she didn’t even frown at him.


Chapter Six
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Claire was doing the morning’s paperwork in her office—or trying to amidst the distraction of her Charlie fantasy—when Lisa poked her head in and whispered in something of a shriek, “You’ve got to come. Now.”

Claire peered at her over the glasses perched on her nose. “What is it?”

“The boys are dancing.”

Ugh. She waved Lisa away. “I’ve seen it.” And it was always the same old thing, oily bodies, bumping and grinding, rip-away pants, padded bulges. How dismal that it was now old hat, like working in a candy story and getting tired of chocolate. So sad.

“Oh no you haven’t. Charlie is there, and Cody’s trying to talk him into dancing.”

Oh, hell. That got her attention. Her head snapped up so hard she bit her tongue. “No. Way.”

“Totally. Come on. Hurry.”

She slammed the account book closed and jetted after Lisa like a cartoon rabbit. She heard the music blaring long before she got to the dining hall they used for performances. She skidded to a halt behind Lisa and together they poked their heads around the doorjamb.

The regular guys were standing around chatting and practicing moves—they’d come in today to rehearse for a promo show Claire had booked in Austin for the weekend to drum up new business—but Cody and Charlie were nowhere to be seen. Her mood dimmed.

Damn. She’d wanted to see him.

Mostly, she’d wanted to see him dance.

How delicious would it be to have something on him for a change?

But then, Cody stepped on stage with an enormous grin on his face and grabbed the mic. “And now, ladies and gentlemen,” he bellowed, as though there was a full house. “Welcome our newest dancer, straight from the academy… The Cocky Cowboy Cop.”

Lisa snorted a laugh. “Cocky Cowboy Cop? Seriously?”

“I need my cell phone.” Claire pinned Lisa with a panicked stare. “Go get it.”

Because yeah, she wasn’t going anywhere. She wasn’t budging an inch.

“But I want to see.”

“You’re engaged.”

With a huff, Lisa scampered back to the office. She ran so fast, she was back before Charlie even came out on stage.

Of course, he wasn’t exactly enthusiastic about his grand entrance. Cody had to drag him on. The sight of Charlie in those skintight britches with a bare and oiled chest made her almost swallow her tongue. With the exception of his mortified expression—that of a man with devastating constipation—he was super-hot.

“Well guys?” Cody said, gesturing to his latest victim. He was known for blackmailing his friends into auditioning. Undoubtedly, Charlie had lost a bet.

The other dancers let out a whoop and a holler that echoed from the walls and Charlie buried his face in his hands. Claire took the opportunity to slip into the room, hiding in the shadows at the back—so she could watch without his knowledge.

Also, this was going on YouTube.

Cody motioned to Cade and the music started again from the beginning. “Go on,” he urged. “Make those ladies pant.”

Charlie started out slow and awkward, but Claire knew the moment he found his beat. He launched into a fascinating bump and grind that made her jaw drop. She almost forgot to keep her phone trained on the stage. As the song progressed, he threw in a couple new moves, a booty shake, slow slide to the crotch, your standard downward humping dog.

Shit. He was good.

And double-shit. Watching him dance made her hot.

Really hot. Sweat prickles hot.

She sent an ooga-chaka look at Lisa, who had followed her into the room. Lisa shrugged and mouthed the words, “Who knew?”

Right?

Even though she was jaded, even though she saw half-naked men dancing on a daily basis, none of them, not even Jimmy the Greek, made her feel like this. She wanted to rush the stage and tackle him. Ride him into the sunset.

It surprised her when the song ended, because she’d been so into it. And also because Lisa let out a “Yee-haw” at about a hundred and fifty decibels.

But the damage to her ear canal was not as devastating as the fact that the whoop captured the attention of every man in the room.

Including the one on the stage.

He looked up and pinned Claire with his gaze. She felt like a bug on an entomologist’s bug board thingy. Pinned to the spot.

And hell. Standing there with his arms hanging loosely, breathing heavy, chest heaving, dripping with sweat and glowering darkly… Oh yeah. She wanted some of that.

Maybe no one would notice if she dragged him away. By the hair.

If he’d had any.

“How long have you been watching?” he called across the room.

She checked the video length. “Um… Three minutes and twenty-nine seconds.”

His eyes narrowed on her phone. “You didn’t record this.”

She glanced at Lisa. “Was that a question or a statement?”

“Sounded like a statement to me.”

“Oh, good.” She sent Charlie a brilliant grin.

And then she bolted from the room, because he’d bounded from the stage, to a chorus of laughter and howls, and barreled toward her. Because of her razor-sharp instincts and fleet feet, she made it to her office before he caught her and even had the opportunity to hide her phone in the fake potted plant on the windowsill.

She whirled around as he barged through the door. It slammed against the wall at his entrance and he stood there, tall, looming and intimidating. Staring at her. Breathing.

Yum.

“Give me that phone,” he clipped. He tried to be all feral and badass and shit, but she could see laughter hovering in his eyes. It was a good look on him.

Her smile was snarky. “Don’t you knock?”

He turned to the door—slammed there against the wall—and gave it three deliberate raps. “Where’s your phone?”

She blinked and then, in an afterthought, batted her lashes. Hell, it worked for Porsche. “Phone? Why, good sir.” Yeah, her Southern drawl was pretty good. “I have no earthly idea to what y’all refer.”

“Claire.” A growl. Just that. It sent something hot and needy slithering through her veins. He felt it too. As their gazes clashed, it sizzled between them. Memories of that kiss, of his taste, his heat, scorched her.

“Close the door, Charlie,” she said in a whisper. His eyes narrowed. His nostrils flared. He glanced out into the hall and then kicked the door shut with his foot.

He prowled across the room until he was so close she could smell the body oil on his skin. “You’re not showing anyone that video,” he said. His voice was gruff and commanding.

She cocked her head to the side. “And what if I do?”

He took her by the shoulders and yanked her against him. She nearly slid off. “Eww. You’re sticky.” She poked his pec. “Is that glitter?”

“Stop it. Do you have any idea how humiliating this is?”

She was hardly sympathetic. “Then why did you do it?”

“Cody made me.”

He sounded so much like a little boy with that pout, she threw back her head and laughed. “Right. You, buster”—another jab—“lost a bet.”

His ears went pink. “Come on, Claire. I have to think of my reputation as the sheriff. Who’s going to take me seriously if they’ve seen me shaking it on the internet? Promise me you won’t share it.”

She surveyed him for a long moment, so long he started to shift restlessly. “What’s in it for me?”

His eyes narrowed. “What do you want?”

She crossed her arms and tapped her lips. “Hmm. Let me see. What do I want?”

“Well?”

She set her palm on his chest—ignoring the fact that it was slick as snot—and scudded it up to his neck. “A kiss?”

He nearly collapsed. “A kiss? That’s it?”

She made tiny esses in the grease on his pec, scraping his nipple…purely by accident. “Should I…ask for something else?”

“You can ask for anything you want, right now.” He pulled her closer and rubbed his erection against her.

Her eyes widened. “Is that a prosthetic?”

“A what?”

“You know. A prosthetic penis.”

“What!?”

“The guys use them all the time. To give them—you know—bulk.”

He lowered his head. “I don’t need bulk.”

No. He didn’t. His cock thrummed against her belly. Her pulse kicked up an answering rhythm.

God, he was gorgeous.

And his kiss was glorious. Unlike the ones last night, this wasn’t gentle or exploratory. This was a full-fledged, full-bodied kiss meant to debauch. And it didn’t take long for passion to flare between them. And now, they were in private. Behind closed doors. Alone.

Something from her desk fell to the ground as he pushed her against it and deepened the kiss. She couldn’t have cared less what it was. She clutched at his shoulders and raked him with her nails because she loved the way he reacted to that.

He shoved her legs apart and insinuated himself between them, rubbing that hard, full cock against her aching clit through the jeans—and damn it all anyway. Why did she have to be wearing jeans? All she wanted was more, more, more. Flesh against flesh. Bare naked and sweaty.

A bed would be nice.

But she was hardly—

A knock on the door scattered her thoughts, but it took a moment for it to register in her consciousness. It wasn’t until he lifted his head that she realized it was an intrusion.

“Fuck.”

“Claire? Claire? Are you all right?”

Damn Lisa and her goddamn incessant caring about everything.

She straightened, adjusted her blouse, which had somehow become rumpled, and frowned at Charlie.

“What?” His expression made it clear he had no shirt to straighten.

She was damn well aware of that.

She handed him a binder. “Cover yourself.”

His brow lifted and he placed the binder over one nipple. “Like this?”

With a gusted sigh, she eased the binder down until it covered his burgeoning hard-on.

And just in time. The door opened and Lisa pushed in.

And Cody.

And Cade.

Claire peeped around them to see if the rest of the cast of Ben Hur had arrived as well.

“Are you all right?” Lisa asked with a glance at Charlie.

“I was,” Claire grumbled.

“I thought I heard a thud,” Cade said.

She glared at her brother. “It’s an office. Things thud.”

“No they don’t.”

She crossed her arms over her chest—surely not a defensive move. “What would you know about it? You’ve never spent a day of your life in an office.”

Cody sent Cade a cheeky glance. “That is true.”

Cade grumbled something beneath his breath and he pinned his sharp gaze on Charlie. “Can I see you a minute?” he said an overly cordial tone, one that was wrapped in barbed wire.

Charlie glanced at Claire. “Um… Sure?”

“In private?”

She narrowed her eyes on her brother. He had a tendency to be overprotective and chase guys off. It had come in handy with Dustin, but for some reason, she didn’t want him to screw things up with Charlie. Not yet. And certainly not now. “Cade—”

He held up an imperious hand. He pinned her with that mulish look he got when he would not be changing his mind. “This needs to happen, Claire.”

She looked at Charlie and when he nodded, she gusted a sigh. “Well, all right. But be gentle with him.” She leaned against the desk, but Cade kept staring at her. When he had her attention again, he cocked his head toward the door.

“Wait. You’re kicking me out of my office?”

“Go.”

Lisa hooked arms with her and tugged her toward the hall. “Come to the kitchen. We’ll make donuts.”

She loved donuts, but she hated leaving Charlie alone with her brothers. They could be such assholes sometimes. She glanced at him over her shoulder with an apologetic expression. He tried to smile, but she saw the resignation in his eyes.

That was all she saw before the door closed in her face with an echoing knell of doom.


Chapter Seven
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“So,” Cade said.

One word. One fucking word.

Charlie glanced at the brothers, one after the other. They both looked ominous.

“You need to be more specific, buddy.”

Cade moved a little closer than was precisely necessary for a conversation, but Charlie was familiar with tactics of intimidation. He excelled at them too.

Trouble was, he didn’t want to intimidate Cade. He wanted to reassure him. It was just a tad awkward, them being fully dressed, and him wearing rip-away pants and body glitter and all.

Cody was the one to answer. “What’s going on with you and Claire?”

Yeah. He figured as much. “Claire?”

“I saw the glitter on her blouse just now.”

“There was some on her cheek too,” Cade muttered.

“I wasn’t the one who insisted on glitter.”

“Were you kissing her?”

Charlie crossed his arms. He wasn’t one to kiss and tell. “That’s none of your damn business.”

“Oh, I disagree. She’s my baby sister—”

“Our baby sister.”

“And I’ll be damned if I stand by and let her get hurt.”

Hurt? “What the fuck are you talking about?”

Cade narrowed his eyes. “What are your intentions?”

Holy fuck. “My what? Christ. We just met again yesterday.”

“Do you think I didn’t notice that the two of you disappeared last night? For a loooong while?”

“We went for a walk.”

“A walk?” God, it was like being tag-teamed by Vin Diesel and the Rock.

“Yeah. A walk.”

“Did you kiss her?”

He set his teeth. “You need to ask her that.”

The brothers stared at him for an eternity. “So, what are your intentions?”

He decided to answer, but only because Cody’s tone had softened. And because he needed their cooperation. “I’d like to get to know her better, so I asked her out tonight.”

“On a date?”

“Of course on a date.” What did they think? He’d invited her to join him for a bank robbery?

“Where?”

“Bubba’s.”

“What time?”

“About six.”

“What time will you have her home?”

“By curfew at least, Dad.”

His sarcasm hit its mark and the brothers backed off. “She’s our sister. She’s been hurt before. We just don’t want to see that again.”

“Neither do I.” He stubbed his toe into the carpet. “Look, guys, she’s something special. There’s no denying it. I…like her. A lot.” He pinned them both with a sharp stare. “And I believe she likes me. So lay off.”

They exchanged a glance then, the two bristling brothers, and nodded. To his relief they relaxed. “Well, that’s all we want for her,” Cade said, holding out his hand. Against his better judgement, Charlie took it. And yeah, Cade’s grip was brutal. “But if you hurt her—”

“I’m not going to hurt her.”

“I’ll have your guts for garters.” Yeah. He probably would. “Do we have an understanding?”

Charlie affected a salute. “Yes, sir.”

They both glowered again. Shit. He shouldn’t have been snarky. It never ended well. He huffed a sigh. “Yes. Yes. I get it.”

“Well okay then,” Cade said, slapping Charlie on the back. Hard.

“That’s all we wanted to know.” Cody affected an innocent expression. “Oh, and by the way, Cade and I just happen to be eating at Bubba’s tonight as well. In case you were wondering.”

“Great.” Oh yeah. Awesome.

Nice to know there wasn’t any pressure.

No pressure at all.

There was no way Lisa was keeping her in the stupid kitchen while her brothers had Charlie locked in a box. Interrogating him. She hovered by the door. Unfortunately, it was a well-constructed door, so she couldn’t hear anything.

At least, no breaking bones.

No yelling either.

When the door opened, she jumped back and leaned against the wall and pretended to be checking her phone even though her phone was still in her office. Hopefully no one noticed.

Her gaze snapped to Charlie and she quickly checked him for any gaping wounds.

To her relief he looked fine.

Also, he looked really fine.

He smiled at her, but it was an apologetic offering. “Hey,” he said.

“Hey.”

“I’ve got to go.”

She swung around and glared at her brothers. They just stood there being assholes. Charlie set his finger on her chin and turned her attention back to his face. This time his grin was more genuine. “I need to get ready for tonight.”

Oh yeah. Tonight. Their date.

And he said it in front of her brothers. And no one’s head blew off.

That was encouraging.

“I’m looking forward to it.”

“Me too.” He bent forward to kiss her good-bye but a low growl emanating from the vicinity of Hades’ minions forestalled him and he pecked her on the cheek instead.

“Coward,” she whispered and, for some reason, he grinned.

“I’ll see you around six,” he said. And then he was gone.

When the front door closed on him, she whirled on her brothers. “What did you say to him?”

“Who, us?”

“We didn’t say anything.”

“Oh right. So why did he skitter out of here like a prisoner granted a reprieve?”

“I have no idea. Do you, Cody?”

“No idea. He’s still taking you out tonight.”

“Right.” Cade affected a toothy grin. “Not exactly a reprieve.”

She smacked each one of them on the shoulder in turn. They hardly flinched. “You be nice to this one,” she hissed. “I like him.”

“How much do you like him?” Cody asked, his eyes narrowing.

“It’s none of your business how much I like him.” It was no one’s business. Hell, she didn’t even want to explore her feelings too closely. Not yet. This thing had just started and she already felt over her head…but in a good way. “Just leave us alone.”

She spun around and marched toward the stairs, seeking the solitude of her room. Sometimes having brothers was such a pain.

Behind her, they continued talking, making sure it was loud enough for her to hear as she stomped up the steps.

“I think she likes him,” Cade said.

“Yeah. Looks like Claire has a boyfriend.”

“Finally.”

“Right?”

“Maybe it’s for the best. If they’re dating, she may not get so many tickets.”

“You know, I didn’t think of that. It might not be so bad having a cop in the family.”

And on.

And on.

It didn’t stop until she reached her room and slammed the door.

And even then, she could hear them laughing.


Chapter Eight
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He picked her up at six on the dot, as though he’d been waiting there on the porch for the clock to tick down. It pleased her, because she didn’t much care for men who were always late, like her brothers.

Oh, they were on time to see her off, standing there in the foyer, nonchalantly perusing their cuticles. Lisa was there too, but from what Claire could tell, she was only there so she could laugh at Cade.

When the doorbell rang, four heads snapped up.

Claire leaped for the door and faced her brothers, wielding her purse like a whip. “Back. Back, I say!”

“Aww,” Cade muttered. “You’re no fun.”

Claire opened the door, but only a crack, and peered out.

Her breath caught in her throat. Charlie was dressed in a suit. Nothing fancy, nothing from Paris or Milan, but a nice suit with a tie and everything, and he looked delicious standing there with both hands behind his back. He cocked his head and smiled at her.

“You’re going to need to open the door wider.”

“What?”

“I mean, I love your curves and all, but you won’t fit through that.”

Oh. The crack.

“I can’t. They’re here,” she whispered.

“Who?”

“All of them. Hovering.”

“Tell them they’re not invited.”

As though that would work.

He whipped a bouquet of flowers from behind him. “I brought you something.” Oh, tulips. Her favorite. “And this.” With the other hand he presented a box of chocolates.

“Am I supposed to choose?”

He laughed. “No. But if you had to, which would it be?”

She stared at the gifts for a long while, then pointed at the chocolates. “But only because I can pick my own flowers.”

“Good to know.”

“Hello. What’s going on out there?” Cade ripped the door from her death grip and set his gaze on Charlie. “Whoa. You clean up nice.”

“Yeah,” said Cody, leaning over Cade’s shoulder. “Who’da thunk it.” His gaze flicked to the flowers. “Oh. Are those for me? You shouldn’t have.”

“Now, now, you two. Enough.” Thank God for Lisa. She pushed forward and took the flowers. “I’ll put these in water,” she said. And then she grabbed the chocolates as well. “I’ll take these for you too.” Her smile was far too innocent.

“Don’t eat them,” Claire said.

“Oh, I would never do that,” Lisa quipped.

“Me either.”

Claire glowered at Cade.

Cody smirked. “I would.”

“There’d better be candy left when I get back.” She hoped her growl was menacing enough. Probably not, because as they closed the door in her face, all their attention was on the gold box with the pretty red ribbon.

Claire frowned. “Vultures.”

Charlie chucked. “If that’s all it takes to get you to myself, I’ll bring chocolates every time.”

Every time? Her heart lifted at the reference to future dates. Future anything. “Raw steaks would work too. We could throw them into the fray and escape while they were distracted.”

His chuckle became a laugh. “They are a bit like slavering dogs.”

“I noticed.”

He held out an arm. “Are you ready to go?”

“And how.”

He was a gentleman, opening the car door for her and making sure her dress didn’t get caught when he closed it. When he slid into the driver’s seat, he smiled. “I’ve been looking forward to this.”

“I see you shaved.”

“And showered.”

“So civilized.”

“I was covered in body glitter and goo.”

She wrinkled her nose. “I don’t know why they do that. I don’t think glitter is manly in the least.”

“I am gratified to hear it.”

They bantered like that all the way into town. It was comfortable and extremely enjoyable, but Claire was distracted by the scent of his cologne, which made her head spin. His presence had an effect on her too. Like there was some cosmic power, some energy, pulling them closer.

There was also a comforting familiarity, as though there were not ten years gaping between them. As though they’d always been friends and were now exploring something more.

He parked in front of Bubba’s and came around to open her door, but stopped to pick up a small package in the backseat first. “What is that?” she asked as he took her hand to help her out.

“You’ll see,” he said with a wink.

Jesse was on duty on the restaurant side of the business. When she saw Charlie, she broke into a grin. “Good evening, Officer Dunham,” she said. “Your table is ready.” She led them to one of the booths on the side and waved them in.

But before he sat, Charlie pulled something out of the bag he’d brought. “Could you clear the table for a sec?” he asked.

Jesse nodded and removed the ketchup, sugar bowl and other condiments and napkin holder and then, to Claire’s surprise, Charlie whipped out a pristine linen tablecloth and settled it on the tabletop. Ah, but he wasn’t done. He extracted a candle and set it on the table too.

He stepped back to survey his work. “There,” he said. “Practically Tavern on the Green.”

Well, not hardly, but it was adorable. She loved that he’d gone to the effort.

When they were both seated, and Jesse had repositioned all the tableware, he grinned at Claire. It made a shiver dance down her spine. “Do you need a menu?”

She shook her head. She had no idea why she suddenly felt shy. Certainly the accoutrements of a fancy date hadn’t done that.

“A wine list?”

She sputtered a laugh and her reserve melted. He had a way of doing that, with a look or a quip. Making her feel utterly at home. She glanced at Jesse. “Do you have any Château Lafite?”

Jesse’s nose curled. “Chateau la what?”

Charlie chuckled. “Two beers, please.” He smiled at Claire. “Are you ready to order?”

“I was born ready.” She checked to make sure Jesse had her pad out before she began. “I would like a double bacon cheeseburger, medium, with sharp cheddar—none of that American crap—grilled onions and fresh avocado on the side.”

Jesse nodded and turned to Charlie.

He pointed to Claire. “I’ll have what she’s having.”

“Fries?”

Claire frowned. “Should I get fries or onion rings?”

“Why don’t you get one and I’ll get the other and we can share?”

She stared at him. Oh God. He was, possibly, the perfect man. “In that case, bring some ranch dressing for dipping sauce too.”

“Any dessert?”

Their gazes tangled. Charlie reached over and took Claire’s hand. “Why don’t we wait to decide on dessert?”

Holy crap. There was so much subtext in that one sentence. “Okay.”

Okay to all of it.

When Jesse left, they fell silent, but there was no awkwardness, nothing lacking in their exchange. They held hands and looked into each other’s eyes. His lips quirked and she had to respond with a smile.

It was just perfect.

Maybe not perfect. The lights overhead were bright and blaring and someone had put Slim Whitman on the jukebox in the bar, so there was yodeling, but it was pretty close.

Charlie ran his thumb over her palm and it made goosebumps rise on her skin.

“Something I’ve been wondering about,” he said in a low voice.

She edged closer, over the table. “Mmm hmm?”

When he met her gaze, his was intense. “Your brothers said you’ve been hurt by men.”

“What?” She snorted a laugh. “Men have been hurt by my brothers. Maybe that’s what they meant.”

“So you haven’t been hurt?”

She shrugged. “I haven’t cared enough to get hurt.” God. Was she really admitting that? To him? Here? In the middle of Bubbas’s?

And what was that look in his eye?

That simmering…anticipation.

Surely he couldn’t know how she felt about him. Already. It was far too early to let him know the truth of that.

But she had the sinking suspicion he did. The only thing that saved her was the fragile inkling that he felt the same.

Charlie stared at Claire, hope a wild thing in his chest. “Never? You’ve never been in love?”

She looked down and studied the tablecloth. “Not really. I’ve dated a bit. And then there was that thing with Dustin…”

Ah. Dustin. “And why didn’t it work out?” Not that he really wanted to know. But he did.

“Well…” She looked around. Probably to make sure Dustin wasn’t hovering. He had a tendency to do that. It didn’t help that he worked in the only decent bar and grill in town. “Most importantly, I didn’t have those kinds of feelings for him. He was nice and all, but, you know. It just wasn’t there.”

Oh he knew. He’d met lots of women in his life. None of them had made him feel…excited. None of them but Claire.

“Aside from that, he was…a little too possessive.”

“Possessive?”

“Domineering. Bossy. He wanted to control my life.”

Hell. His stomach plunged. “You don’t like dominant guys?”

She snorted. “Not like that.”

“What did he do? Specifically?”

“He tracked me by GPS. Checked my emails. Followed me. Like everywhere.”

“Oh? No…whips and chains?” He didn’t know why he made the joke. This was hardly a laughing matter.

“Thank God no one gave him that idea. I wouldn’t have put it past him to kidnap me and lock me in his basement.”

His gut surged. Every corpuscle sizzled with the urge to protect her. “Would he?”

She huffed a laugh, but it wasn’t sincere. “No. Of course not.” Then she leaned in closer and whispered, “He knows my brothers would kill him.”

“Hmm.” Charlie wasn’t convinced. Dustin hadn’t seemed like a guy who’d gotten the message last night. “Well, if he ever bothers you, let me know.”

She patted his hand. “I will. But he won’t. It’s over.”

“Good to know. So…” He looked down. The words he wanted to say stuck in his throat.

She tipped her head down until she could see his eyes. “So…what?”

Heat walked up his cheeks. “I…ah…” Fuck. Might as well blurt it out. “I really like you, Claire.”

It was gratifying to see her flush as well. “I…ah…like you too.” He had the sense she was toying with him, but in a very gentle way. The tender way a cat plays with a mouse when she’s full.

“I hope that we can—”

A shadow fell over the table, scuttling his proposition. Which sucked.

“Well, hey there.” As friendly as the words were, Dustin’s tone had a serrated edge. He smiled at Claire and then shot Charlie something with teeth as well, but it was far from convivial.

“Hey, Dustin. How are you?” Yeah, no wonder he thought he still had a chance with her, with her talking to him and all.

“What’s going on here?” Dustin waved to the candle and the tablecloth.

“We’re on a date.” Okay. Maybe he hadn’t needed to grind it out like that. But be real. They were holding hands. Staring into each other’s eyes. This wasn’t two old friends comparing fishing holes over a couple beers.

Dustin blanched and his cheek worked. “A date?” He frowned at Claire. “I thought you were seeing someone.”

Charlie leaned forward. “She is.”

“What? Him?”

“Dustin—” There she went, being nice again.

He had to interrupt. “Yes, me. Now, could you skedaddle, please? We’re in the middle of a conversation.” He smiled, or something like it, but only for Claire’s benefit.

Dustin’s eyes narrowed, and he made a sound, something like a growl, but he spun on his heel and stormed back into the bar.

“Shame on you,” Claire whispered when he was gone.

“Shame on me? What did I do?”

“You were so mean to him.”

“He wasn’t responding to nice. Or did you miss that? And on that note, why are you so nice to him?”

“Because I am a human person. I try to treat everyone with respect.”

“I appreciate that, Claire, but some guys think nice is an invitation.”

“Nonsense.”

“If you really want to get rid of this guy, you need to send him a clear message.”

“I don’t want to hurt his feelings.”

“Men need clear messages. We’re too deluded by lust to comprehend subtle.”

“I beg to differ.”

He was about to correct her, when something touched his leg, then skated up his thigh and nestled in his lap. Her bare foot.

He nearly swallowed his tongue.

She stared at him with wide eyes and the hint of a smile. “Some men are very good at picking up on subtle clues, wouldn’t you agree?”

Needless to say, dinner was difficult. He could barely eat a bite.

Oh, Claire had a wonderful time. It was fun teasing Charlie, watching that muscle in his cheek bunch, or his eyes cross as she stroked him relentlessly. He didn’t even complain when she ate all his onion rings. After their kerfuffle about Dustin, they started talking about other things. His adventures overseas, her boring life, their thoughts on the coming election. And yeah. There, they had to agree to disagree, but it was still fun debating things.

She wasn’t even too annoyed when Cody, Lisa and Cade barged in and took the table across from them. In fact, it was fun, because it was obvious her brothers were trying to listen in and Charlie was a past master at speaking in double entendres. Before the evening was over, her stomach ached from laughing so hard.

But then, when she stood and her head went woozy and a sharp pain skewered her gut, she realized it hadn’t all been the laughter. She glanced up at Charlie as another horrible cramp made her double over.

“Claire!” he cried, catching her before she fell.

“What is it?” Cody’s voice wavered somewhere over her head.

“Pain.” A croak. All she could manage. Sweat popped out on her brow, chills racked her and then unbearable heat. Her belly churned. “Oh God,” she moaned.

“We need to get her to the hospital,” Charlie said, but that was the last thing she heard. Before everything went black.

She woke up in a hospital bed with a sore throat, feeling weak as a kitten. To her surprise, daylight shone through the window. It hurt her eyes so she closed her lids.

“What do you mean they can’t tell?”

Ah. Charlie was here. She yearned for his touch, but she could barely move, much less speak.

“I mean, there wasn’t anything in her stomach they could identify that would cause this.”

“Food poisoning doesn’t work that quickly, Cade.”

“What else could it have been?” So Cody was here as well. They all sounded terribly concerned.

“I don’t know. But it scared the shit out of me.” She’d never heard such a tone in Charlie’s voice. A hint of panic and…fury.

“We shouldn’t jump to conclusions,” Lisa said. Damn, was everyone here?

“Could it have been an allergic reaction?” Yup. Porsche too.

How was a woman supposed to get any rest?

“She’s not allergic to burgers and fries. She’s eaten Bubba’s food for years. This has never happened before.” Okay, the voices were all starting to melt together. She was having a hard time telling who was who.

“Well, I’m going to get to the bottom of this,” Charlie snapped. Yeah. His voice stood out.

“How can you when the doctor found no traces of anything but food in her stomach?”

“I don’t know. But I will.” Someone touched her. Squeezed her hand. “By God, I will.”

With that comfort, she released her waning hold on consciousness and drifted off to sleep. But one thought circled in her brain.

Not the best way to end a first date.

She could only hope it wasn’t an omen.


Chapter Nine
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The second Charlie heard Claire had been released from the hospital, he hightailed it over to her house.

Damn, that had been a horrifying feeling, being so helpless and watching her writhe in pain. Fear unlike anything he’d known in Iraq had possessed him, making his blood go cold and his fingers numb.

He’d just met her. Well, just met her again.

They’d just started dating.

He had no business feeling like this. As though the world would end—or should end—without her in it.

His heart thrummed as he pulled into the driveway, bounded up the porch steps and pounded on the door.

It took too damn long for someone to answer.

He wanted to see her again.

Now.

He needed to.

But when Cody opened the door, with a somber nod, he didn’t head upstairs to Claire’s room, he led Charlie into her office instead. He waved to a chair, but Charlie didn’t want to sit. He was too antsy for that.

“How is she?” he asked. In something of a bark. “Is she all right?”

“The hospital released her, Charlie. They wouldn’t have if she weren’t fine.”

“Is she eating again?”

“A bit. Would you sit? You’re making me nervous.”

“I want to see her. I don’t want another inquisition about my feelings for your sister, goddamn it.”

“This isn’t an inquisition. I have a favor to ask you.”

“Unless it involves me seeing Claire, I’m not interested.”

He had no idea why Cody’s lips quirked. “Sit.”

Charlie checked his watch—but only to make a point—and dropped into the chair. “What?”

“Would you be willing to stay with Claire this weekend?”

He blinked. He had to have heard that wrong. There was no way Cody was asking him to spend the weekend with his sister. Unless it was opposite day and no one had told him. “What?”

“Cade and I have to be out of town and Lisa is going to visit her sister and help with the new baby. I don’t want her to be alone. And you… Well, hell. I know you’ll protect her.”

“What do you mean? Protect her?”

Cody sighed heavily and scrubbed his face. “When we got home from the hospital, she was convinced someone had been in her room. It couldn’t have been any of us, because we were with her at the hospital.”

“Someone was in her room?”

“Yeah.”

A beast, deep within, lifted its head and howled. “Who was it?”

“I have no clue. And I didn’t notice anything different. There was no sign of a break-in, but Claire is convinced of it.” Cody shrugged. “It’s probably overreaction, but I would feel better—we all would—if someone was here with her. This thing really shook her up.”

Damn it all. He hated that she was feeling vulnerable.

“Why me?”

“Are you saying no?”

Not hardly. “I’m just wondering why you’re asking me. Me of all people.”

He lifted his shoulder. “She likes you.”

“She likes everyone.”

Cody quirked a brow. “Does she?”

“That’s what she said.”

“Well, she doesn’t. To be honest, Claire doesn’t care for the idea of having a babysitter. But if it’s you, she might not complain. Besides, I trust you.”

Damn. That was a low blow.

“I know nothing untoward will happen if you give me your word.”

Untoward? What was this, the 18th century? The woman was sick, shaken. What kind of man would even think about seducing a woman just out of the hospital? The thought annoyed the crap out of him. Enough to make him want to push back. “What makes you think something as flimsy as a promise would make me behave?”

“Because you are a man of honor.”

Well hell. Cody wasn’t pulling any punches.

“All right. I’ll stay with her—”

“Thank you—”

“And I’ll keep my hands to myself.”

“Excellent—”

“But if she starts feeling better, all bets are off.”

“Jesus.” Cody slapped his hands over his ears. “I don’t want to hear that.”

“I just don’t want you complaining later if things don’t work out the way they did in your fantasy.”

“My fantasy?”

“The one where your sister lives in a tower and only kisses men who can climb up her hair.”

Cody stared at him in silence for a very long moment, and then he said, “Well, yeah. Claire’s hair is too short for that.”

It was probably as close as Cody would come to admitting that it was time for him to stop being so overprotective of Claire and let her make her own decisions.

It wasn’t much in the grand scheme of things but he’d take it.

With that settled, Cody finally deigned to show Charlie up the stairs. Claire’s room was actually a suite up on the third floor where the family had their private lodgings in the B&B. It was decorated in frilly blues and greens and everything he would expect of Claire. The sight of her in that four-poster bed made his heart thunder, and not just because he had a quick flash of a fantasy involving those four posters. She looked wan and fragile as well.

She leaned against the pillows, talking to Porsche, but when she saw him, she trailed off, smiled and lifted a hand.

He sat next to her on the bed—ignoring her brother’s growl—and took her hand. It was clammy.

“How are you feeling?” he asked.

Her smile was weak. “Like I’ve been rode hard and put away wet.”

And yeah, not the best analogy, given his rising ardor. Funny how just seeing her—even in this condition—made him twitchy. It was a good thing he’d added that codicil to his promise, because with the way he felt about her, he doubted he could remain stalwart for two whole days.

“Thank you for taking me to the hospital,” she said.

He snorted a laugh. What else would he have done? “I did consider leaving you on the floor.”

Her lips quirked. “That would have been okay too.”

“I’m so sorry this happened. And on our first date.”

“Well, it’s a first date I will never forget.”

“I imagine having your stomach pumped would be memorable.”

She patted his hand. “Oh, I don’t remember any of that.” Thank God. “But I’ll never forget the tablecloth and the candle.”

“You are easy to impress, aren’t you?”

“It was thoughtful. That’s what counts.”

“I’m glad you liked it.” He kissed her forehead, but only because there were so many witnesses. And they were avid witnesses, watching every move, listening to every word. Their diligence would have annoyed him, but this was Claire. These people—and their devotion—came along with the package. “So, what’s this I hear about someone being in your room?”

He hated that she paled, that fear flickered in her eyes, but he had to ask. He had to investigate what had really happened. It was likely that she was still woozy from the drugs and the reaction to her ordeal, but he couldn’t make assumptions or poo-poo her suspicions. Not if he wanted her to feel safe. Claire wasn’t a woman who indulged in histrionics and she did not tolerate being patronized.

“When I came home, some things were out of place.” She waved to the dresser which, to his trained eye, looked as though it was covered with a jumble of items, from photos to perfume bottles.

“How can you tell?” He didn’t mean it as a joke, but both Cody and Cade laughed. Claire glowered at him and he winced. “I mean—”

“I know what you mean. But I’m telling you. I know someone moved some of my things.”

“Okay. Okay. And anything else?”

Her expression darkened and she whispered, “Someone went through my underwear drawer.”

He blinked. Visions of Claire’s underwear wafted through his mind. It took some effort to banish the distraction. “Um, you’re sure?”

“Of course I’m sure. I keep them color coordinated.” Oh, crap. The vision returned. “They’re all messed up. Go look.”

This, she said in a very commanding tone, so he felt obliged to go look. Crossing the room without letting her brothers see his erection was a challenge. He pulled out the top drawer and steeled himself for the task of perusing her underwear.

And hell. It was a torment. Lacy, silky, even the virginal cotton panties were jumbled there, curling around each other, clinging… But when he looked closer he noticed the pairs on the bottom were all neatly folded and stacked in rows of pink, blue and white. The black ones especially caught his attention. “You’re sure you didn’t leave it this way?”

She gave a snort of disgust. “Do you have any idea how much those cost?”

Porsche nodded. “A woman must respect her underwear.”

“Good gawd,” Cody wailed. “This is definitely TMI about my sister’s underwear.”

Charlie shot him a caustic look. “If you need to leave, don’t let me stop you.”

Cody frowned at him and crossed his arms, apparently his secret language for I ain’t goin’ nowhere, buster.

Whatever.

It wasn’t like it made any difference if Cody stayed. Because Cade and Porsche and Lisa were also here.

He turned back to Claire. “This is a public house. A B&B. Could a guest have wandered in?”

“I don’t see how, since we don’t have them during the week.” Her frown was dark. “Besides, I keep my door locked. Don’t you want to dust for fingerprints?”

He stared at her. His throat closed. “You want me to dust your panties for fingerprints?”

She narrowed her eyes. “I meant the dresser.”

Oh. Right. The dresser.

“I can have someone come in and do it, if it makes you feel better.”

“It would.” She frowned at her brothers. “If nothing else, it will prove to them I’m not crazy.”

“You’re not crazy, honey,” he said. They both ignored her brothers’ snorts.

And yeah, dusting for fingerprints could at least rule out an intruder and make her feel at ease. He knew how disorienting it could be to think someone had intruded on your personal space.

“Hey, Claire,” Cody said. “What do you think about Charlie staying with you this weekend while we’re away?”

She gaped at her brother and then flicked a look at Charlie.

Oh crap. Her expression went from annoyed to mischievous in a heartbeat. But when she turned back to Cody, she adopted an utterly disinterested mien. “Okay. I suppose. As long as he doesn’t eat all Lisa’s cookies while he’s here.”

“I do love cookies,” he said, infusing the words with a double entendre. “I may eat them all.”

Claire bit her lip to keep from grinning.

“I’ll make extras,” Lisa said in a cheery voice, and it took everything in him to hold back his laugh. Judging from the quiver of her chest, Claire had the same issue.

“Do you really think someone came into your room and went through your underwear?” Porsche asked when everyone else had tromped from the room to continue discussing plans for the weekend, though Claire had no idea what kinds of plans they needed to discuss. It seemed pretty clear-cut to her.

They would all leave.

She and Charlie would be alone.

Naughty things would happen.

All weekend long.

End of story.

And though she hated to see him leave—he was on duty, after all—she was delighted that he’d come.

“I know it, Porsche.”

“Could it have been Molly?”

Claire snorted. “I don’t let Molly do my laundry.” She loved their housekeeper, but the woman had a tendency to wash reds with whites, which was why her brothers often wore pink skivvies. “And she wasn’t here while I was in the hospital.” She was visiting her daughter in Houston.

“Do you think maybe a teenage boy snuck in to check out the infamous Stud Ranch and wandered into your room? Found your undies?”

“First of all, gross. Second of all, there were no signs of a break-in.”

Porsche nodded, but it was clear she was still thinking of scenarios. Claire really didn’t want to hear any more, or think about it anymore.

“It hardly matters,” she said. “Charlie will stay with me this weekend, so I feel safe.” And what a thrill that sent through her.

She didn’t understand Porsche’s reaction. She narrowed her eyes and looked pointedly at Claire. “Yeah. Charlie. Don’t you think he’s a little…?”

“What?”

“Tall for you?”

She glared at Porsche. “All men are the same height lying down.”

Porsche’s eyes went wide. “Wait. What? You mean… You’ve… You? And him?”

Heat crawled up her cheeks. “I was speaking metaphorically.”

“Were you?”

“Yes! We’ve only had one date!”

Porsche shrugged. “What does that mean? Lots of people do it on a first date.”

“I don’t.” It was a rule. “Besides, I ended up in the hospital, remember?”

“Oh. Yeah. There is that.” Porsche tapped her lip with a finger. “He’s still pretty tall. And you are…”

“What?”

“You know. Short.”

“He doesn’t seem to mind.”

“Still, he doesn’t seem like…your type.”

“Oh? I wasn’t aware I had a type.”

Her friend became utterly obsessed with her linked fingers. “Not a cop.”

Claire studied Porsche’s expression and all of a sudden it hit her like the blast of heat on a summer day. “You like him?” Her friend’s predatory smile made something nasty crawl down her spine.

“He’s…cute.”

Cute? He wasn’t cute. He was savage, wild, a ferocious tiger. Not a fuzzy gamboling kitten.

“I thought you were in love with Cody. We were going to be sisters, remember?”

“Cody doesn’t even look at me.”

“That doesn’t mean you can have my boyfriend!” She wasn’t sure why she was so panicked at the prospect, except for the fact that Porsche was much prettier than she was, and skinnier too.

“Is he your boyfriend?”

“We’re dating. What do you think?”

“But he’s so tall!”

“I like them tall.” She loved the way he made her feel. So fragile. So protected. So beautiful.

“But that tall?”

“Let it go, Porsche. Like Princess Elsa”—she used a reference Porsche would understand—“just let it go. He’s mine.”

Something in her tone must have made it through because Porsche sighed. “He really is a good catch.”

“Mmm hmm.” She leaned closer and repeated herself. “And he’s mine.”

No one else was getting her grubby paws on him. Especially not Porsche.


Chapter Ten
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Charlie’s flowers arrived that afternoon. A beautiful bouquet of red long-stemmed roses. She didn’t like them as much as the tulips, but that didn’t stop her from setting them in a crystal vase on the table in the foyer; when he came on Friday night, he’d see them first thing.

She was glad she was feeling better, so she could oversee Lisa’s baking for the weekend. Not that Lisa needed much direction, but she tended to make whatever captured her fancy, and Claire had specific requests.

Cream puffs, for one thing. She’d been salivating for those since Lisa had mentioned them. And she wanted a double chocolate fudge cake and the lemon bars that made her tongue want to dance.

When she went into the storage room and brought out two bottles of champagne to slip in the fridge, Lisa frowned, though it wasn’t a serious frown. “This is looking more and more like a date, rather than a babysitting job.”

Claire bristled. “Babysitting? Who called it babysitting?”

Lisa looked at the ceiling and whistled.

“It was Cade, wasn’t it? Cody? Damn it. I’m not a baby.”

“You know they love you.”

“They still think I’m fifteen. I don’t need a babysitter.”

“I can call Charlie and cancel, if you want.”

She was cruel and inhumane. Claire glowered at her. “Don’t you dare.”

“Then fine. Admit it. You’re planning to seduce him.”

Crap. She’d figured it out. “What? Me? Hah.”

Lisa gestured to the bowl of strawberries and the whipped cream Claire had demanded. “Really?” When Claire put out a lip in response, she continued. “Look, Claire, I’m not one of your Neanderthal brothers, trying to defend your virginity against all comers.” She paused, and winked. “No pun intended. If you want Charlie, I’m all for it. He’s a really great guy.”

Okay, that was nice. Except for the part where Lisa’s voice went all low and adoring and shit. “You’re engaged.” It seemed a good time to remind her.

Lisa’s response was a laugh. “I know. Don’t worry. I’m not lusting after him. It’s just…I really like him. And, if things work out between you, he’d be a great addition to the family.”

Claire narrowed her eyes. “Do you mean that?”

“I do. But don’t tell your brothers. It would be better to present them with a fait accompli.”

She hated it when Lisa spoke French—especially when it didn’t have to do with something edible. Claire had studied French in high school and failed miserably. “Well, it’s a bit early for all that,” she said with a wave of her hand. It was. They’d had one miserable date. It was crazy that she’d already started envisioning her life with Charlie in it.

Lisa shrugged. “It can happen pretty fast. It did with me and Cade. Sometimes…you just know when it’s right.”

“And how did you know?”

“Simple. I couldn’t bear the thought of living without him.”

Oh. Crap.

“Were you scared?”

Lisa pinned her with a gentle glance. “Yes. Yes, I was. There’s always the fear that you’re falling in deep and they’re just playing the field.” She waggled the stirring spoon. “Your best bet is to communicate about your feelings.”

“That sucks.”

“It’s not always easy. But it’s better to know. Are the two of you interested in the same thing? Are you heading in the same direction? I hate blindsides.”

Claire wasn’t sure which would be worse. Knowing for certain that Charlie didn’t share her growing feelings, or finding out too late that she meant nothing to him.

“Don’t look like that. I’m pretty sure he’s crazy about you.”

“How do you know?”

Lisa winked. “Because he’s willing to put up with your brothers. Not many men would go to those lengths for a woman if he wasn’t really interested.”

True. That was a comforting thought. Oddly enough. Her brothers, and their protective natures, had been the bane of her existence growing up. Would she really want a man who couldn’t stand with them, toe-to-toe?

“Well, we’ll find out for sure this weekend,” she said sticking her finger into the pastry cream Lisa set on the counter. Mmm. Raspberry. It was delicious.

“Find what out?” Cade asked as he sauntered into the kitchen with an armload of mail. He dropped it on the table and went to kiss Lisa.

Claire froze. “Um, find out if the show in Austin brings in more customers,” she said, grasping the first non-Charlie-related thought that popped into her head.

“I’m sure it will,” Lisa said with a credible nod. Her expression was hardly impish at all.

Cade looked from one to the other. “Of course it will.” He frowned at Lisa. “I just wish you could come too.”

“So do I, hon,” she said. “But my sister needs me.”

“She should stop having so many children.”

“Talk to Gregg about that.”

Cade huffed a laugh. “Yeah. I’m not going to be the one to tell a former Navy SEAL to quit having sexy time with his wife.”

“Good call.” Lisa smacked his hand when he reached for a cinnamon bun. “Those are for Claire.”

“All of them?”

“Of course.”

Cade made a disgruntled noise, and then pulled Lisa into his arms for a proper kiss. While she was distracted, he stole a cinnamon bun. “Oh, there’s a letter or you, Claire,” he said as he turned away—with a grin—and began to wolf the pastry down.

She sat at the table and began sorting through the mail. “They’re all for me,” she grumbled. Bill, bill, political mailer, insurance offer she’d never requested. Ah, there it was.

Her address was handwritten and it had no return address. She flipped it over, but there was nothing on the back. With a shrug, she ripped it open with her thumb.

There was one sheet of paper inside, and on it, a poem.

This morning, I awoke with thoughts of you

As ever, always. What’s a man to do?

I’ve never known a woman so fine

I’ll do what I must to make you mine.

Her lips quirked and she glanced triumphantly at Lisa. Granted, it wasn’t the most romantic poem she’d ever read, but it was from Charlie, and that was all that mattered. She’d never envisioned him as a poetic type—him being ex-military and a cop and all—but it proved one thing. He was willing to do whatever it took to win her.

And the thought was fascinating.

“Who’s it from?” Cade asked, his mouth full of pastry.

Claire stood and bit back an exultant grin. “Just never you mind,” she said. And then she headed for her room as though she were floating on a cloud. She had lots to do to prepare for this weekend and no time to lose.

When Charlie arrived at the ranch house with his weekend bag in hand, Cade met him at the door with a dour look. It would have been a dismal greeting if Lisa hadn’t been at his side, smiling.

“You can pick any room on the second floor,” Cade said. “But you are not, under any circumstances, to go up to the third floor.”

“That sounds pretty Gothic. Do you have your crazy first wife locked in the garret?”

Lisa snorted a laugh, but when Cade frowned at her, she fixed him with a wide-eyed stare and said, “Well, do you? Have a crazy first wife in the garret? As your fiancée, I think I have the right to know.”

He must have assumed it was a rhetorical question, because he didn’t respond to Lisa. But to Charlie, he said on an ominous thread, “Claire’s room is on the third floor. You are to avoid that room like the plague.”

Charlie fixed an innocent look on his face. If Claire was interested enough, they wouldn’t even have to climb the stairs for what he had in mind. “Understood.”

Cody clomped down the stairs with a suitcase in his hand. He frowned at Charlie, which was, all things considered, a bit rude, because Charlie was doing them a favor, after all. “Did you tell him to stay off the third floor?”

Hell. Had they had a meeting about this?

“He says he understands.” Both men studied him through narrowed eyes.

“Look, if you don’t want me to stay, I can leave.” He and Claire could spend the weekend at his place. He had a nice bed. Not a four-poster, but he could work around that.

Besides, he didn’t even know if she would enjoy his preferences. Not yet.

He suspected she was open to a little sugar kink, but they hadn’t exactly had time for that conversation with her bodyguards hovering.

Why didn’t they just leave already?

“Of course we want you to stay.” There was a thread of annoyance in Lisa’s voice. She glared at Cody and Cade.

It took a moment, and a couple of sullen glances, but they finally nodded.

“Yeah.”

“I suppose.”

“Well okay then.” He shot a grin around the circle, apparently provoking them both because, in tandem, they opened their mouths. Before they could speak, he grabbed at a conversational straw. “Nice flowers,” he said with a nod to the stunning bouquet on the table in the hall.

Lisa’s grin broadened. “Aren’t they, though? So thoughtful.” He assumed Cade had sent them to her, so he didn’t understand his friend’s glower.

He had no time to think about it, because Claire came down the stairs wearing a sexy, flippy skirt and a tight top that outlined her fascinating curves. That in itself was mind-melting enough, but she sent him a bright smile that made his heart flutter. “You’re here,” she said in a hush when she set eyes on him. She seemed as poleaxed as he felt.

“I’m here.”

And they stared at each other as though they could never stare long enough. And yes, that was how he felt. He could look at her forever—

“Say, maybe Charlie should sleep in the bunkhouse,” Cody said, apropos of nothing.

Charlie glanced at him. He had his arms folded over his chest—making his biceps bulge like a cage fighter’s—and his expression was ferocious.

“Don’t be ridiculous,” Claire said. “He can’t protect me from there.”

Cade snorted. “Yeah, but who’s going to protect him?”

“Don’t worry, Charlie.” She looked up to catch his eye. “I’ll protect you.”

“From you,” Cade bit out. “Who’s going to protect him from you?” His gaze strafed her. “What are you wearing?”

“This old thing?” She spun around and the skirt billowed.

“What happened to your jeans?” He glanced at Cody. “She usually wears jeans.”

“And flannel.” Cody joined the chorus. “You should be wearing flannel.”

“I’ll wear my flannel PJs. Promise.”

Which, for some reason, made both her brothers go an odd shade of purple.

Claire forced a dazzling smile. “Isn’t it time you got going? Traffic will be a bear.”

Lisa—bless her—checked her watch. “It is getting late. I want to get to Lia’s before dark.”

Cade turned to Cody. “Maybe this isn’t a good idea.”

“Yeah. It’s not. Claire, you’re coming with us.”

Charlie was still looking at her face, so he saw it. The transformation from a flirty coquette to an Amazon woman faced with a dire threat. It sent a shiver of trepidation down his spine. “I’m not going. But you are.” She pushed them toward the door.

“But—”

Lisa silenced Cade with a hand to his arm and a speaking glance.

Too bad there was no one to silence Cody. “Damn it, Claire. We can’t leave you alone with him.”

“Why not?”

“Because.”

She stared at Cody, waiting for him to finish the thought, but he didn’t. Apparently because was enough. “This was your idea,” she said in an arctic tone.

Cody put out a lip. “I changed my mind.”

“Damn it, I am a grown woman.”

“You’re my baby sister.”

“I’m not a baby. And I don’t appreciate being treated like one. And I most especially dislike the evidence that you don’t trust me to make my own decisions.” And then, just when she had them on the ropes, she dropped the bomb. “Maybe it’s time I moved out.”

You could have heard a feather drop in the silence. It was clear both men were devastated. The stared at her with open mouths, their eyes wide.

“You can’t move out,” Cody burbled.

“Can’t I?” She turned to Charlie and grabbed his hand. “Come help me pack.”

He had no idea why both Cody and Cade suddenly fixed him with feral frowns. It hadn’t been his idea. In fact, he hadn’t said a word.

“Claire… Please.”

It was pretty clear Cody rarely used that word, because Claire stopped short and sent him a questioning glance. He grumbled a bit and raked his hair with his fingers and finally muttered, “Oh, all right. We’re going.” He flicked a look at Charlie. “But I want updates on the hour.”

“On the hour?” That would be awkward at two a.m.

“The numbers are on the fridge.”

“Numbers?”

“You know. Our hotel, our cells, her doctor…”

It was so surreal, Charlie had to ask, “And what time is bedtime?” Because, since he was babysitting, it would be helpful to know.

Apparently they didn’t appreciate the joke. They glared at him and then glared at her and picked up their bags. As they left, Cade shook his finger in Claire’s face and said, “You behave, young lady,” the way any good father would.

When the door closed behind them, Claire ran to the window in the dining room and watched them drive away. When they were gone, she huffed a heavy sigh.

“Finally,” she said, spinning toward him with a wicked smile. “We’re finally alone.”


Chapter Eleven
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Oh, good glory. The moment was finally here.

She and Charlie were alone for the whole weekend.

She didn’t know why the nerves hit her so hard, why she suddenly felt shy. She was planning to seduce him—surely that was something a bold woman did.

But all of a sudden, she couldn’t meet his gaze. Not really.

“Are you hungry?” she asked, out of pure desperation.

He chuckled. “I could eat. But first…” He took her shoulders in his hands, pulled her closer, and kissed her. “I’ve been dying to do that.”

Feeling very encouraged, she nudged against him and looped her arms around his neck. “Me too.”

“I thought they would never leave.”

“Me too.”

He fell silent and waited until she looked up at him before he said, “I’ve been thinking about this weekend a lot.”

“Me too.” She knew she sounded like a parrot who had only bothered to learn one phrase, but her brain wasn’t cooperating. At the moment, being clever and suave was beyond her.

He kissed her again, but this time on her nose, which she recognized as code for, we should talk. She hated we should talk kisses. “I just want to make sure we’re both on the same page here. I don’t want to, you know, jump to conclusions.”

She remembered what Lisa had said about the importance of communicating her feelings, so she nodded. “Okay.” She blinked when he remained silent. It occurred to her that he might be just as at sea as she was. “And what conclusions were you planning to jump to?”

He went pink to his ears. “I am planning to seduce you.”

He was alarmed by her laugh, judging by the way he lurched back. “I was planning to seduce you. Oh, what a conundrum. Whatever shall we do now?”

She liked the way he smiled. With a wicked cant. “We could seduce each other. Make it a contest, if you will.”

“Oooh. I’m very competitive,” she said. “It’s only fair to tell you that.”

“I’m competitive too.”

“Excellent.” She hooked her arm in his and led him to the kitchen. “We’d better eat. I suspect we will need the fortification.”

He chuckled. “Good idea.”

Claire pulled the casserole she’d made from the oven and set it on the table with the salad and fruit. Then she went back for the wine. They were just sitting down when the front door opened and Cody came barreling in. He stopped short when he saw them at the table. “Oh,” he said, as though he couldn’t think of anything else to say. Then, “What are you doing?”

Claire gestured to the meal. “Eating dinner.”

“Oh.” Her brother’s gaze flicked from her to Charlie and back. He seemed terribly put out that he hadn’t caught them in a clinch. “Okay.”

“Did you forget something?” Charlie asked, barely holding back his smile.

“I, ah… Yeah. My, um… My wallet.” But then he headed back for the door without it, leading Claire to suspect that had hardly been the case.

She sighed and scooped some of the casserole onto each plate. “I swear. Sometimes those two drive me nuts.”

“They just love you, Claire.”

“Oh, I know. But really. How am I ever going to live my life with them meddling?”

He lifted a shoulder. “You could move out.”

She gaped at him. Though she’d used it as a threat, she really couldn’t bear to leave the ranch. “I’ve lived here my whole life.”

“Right, but at some point, your brothers will have wives and children. The house will be full.”

Which led to another point. It was probably too early to ask him, but she needed to know. “Do you want kids? I mean, someday?” Heat crawled up her neck at her boldness.

He picked up his glass and sipped at the champagne. “I love kids. I always wanted a big family. How about you?”

“Yes. Yes. A lot.” She had to add, because the heat had spread, “But not yet.”

“No. Not yet.”

“And it has to be right. You know. The right man.” She couldn’t hold his gaze.

“I agree. My father always said a man’s wife can make or break his happiness.”

“It’s true. Both ways.”

He nodded and took a bite of his dinner. “Mmm. This is delicious. Did you make it?”

Claire forced an innocent look on her face. “Mmm hmm.” But she found she couldn’t lie to him. “Sort of.”

“Sort of?”

“Molly left it in the freezer for us when she went on vacation. But I followed the directions.”

“Did you?” It was cute the way he cocked his head and praised her as though she were a puppy who’d finally peed outside. So romantic. “And how complicated were the directions?”

She closed her eyes and thought back. “Let’s see. Reheat at 350° for forty-five minutes.”

He took another bite. “Pretty impressive.”

“I was impressed with myself.” She leaned closer. “I usually burn things.”

“So you’re not much of a cook?”

She couldn’t answer because a peal of laughter overcame her. And then she sobered. “Oh, I do hope that’s not on your list.”

“My…list?”

“You know. Things you’re looking for in a wife.”

Well, crap. She should have kept her mouth shut because suddenly he went still and stared at her and she realized she’d really overstepped her bounds. This was—kind of—their second date and they’d already talked about children, which was a no-no. Asking him what kind of wife he wanted was absolutely—

“It’s not.”

“What?”

“It’s not on my list. Whether or not a woman can cook. Besides…” He grinned. “I can cook.”

“Oooh. Can you?” Excellent.

“I’m looking for someone who’s funny and loving and has good values. Someone who makes me happy and loves children and occasionally lets me tie her up in the bedroom.”

He said it as a joke.

Maybe.

Their gazes caught and something shimmied down her spine. She took a gulp of wine and said, through the lump in her throat, “Only in the bedroom?”

And damn, she loved the look in his eye. A little wicked and a whole lot horny.

“We can talk about the wheres and whens later. Right now, we better eat because I don’t know how long I can wait.”

Wait? “For what?”

“To kiss you again.”

And yeah. That was pretty damn encouraging.

It was probably impolite to wolf down his food, but he felt like a wolf…on the prowl. And he was impatient. He’d prepared for this night, dreamed about it, fantasized about it for as long as he could remember.

He had every intention of making this the most romantic seduction, the most glorious encounter he could. The thought that he had condoms burning a hole in his pocket spurred him on.

But he didn’t leap on her the moment they finished eating—the romantic seduction thing and all. Instead, he helped Claire clear the table and load the dishwasher, but they didn’t talk much. It wasn’t necessary. Besides, he knew what they were both thinking about. The tension sizzling between them was exquisite torment.

And to be honest, he was nervous.

He wanted this to be right.

He wanted this to be perfect.

“There.” Claire wiped down the table and dropped the dish towel on the counter. “Done.” She turned to him with an expectant expression.

He stared at her. She was so beautiful and he wanted her so badly, but he’d built this night up in his mind to such monumental proportions, he wasn’t quite sure how to proceed. So he opened his arms and said simply, “Claire.”

Thank God she smiled. She smiled and walked into his embrace and tipped up her face. But before he could kiss her, she put her finger on his lips and said, “I have a confession to make.”

A confession? His gut churned. “Um… Okay.”

Her confident gaze faltered. “I’m really nervous.” A whisper.

He couldn’t help but chuckle. “Me too.”

“Really?” she gusted. “What a relief.”

Yeah. He felt the same. “How about we take this one step at a time?”

“Okay.” She tipped her head to the side. “What do you suggest?”

“A kiss.”

“Agreed.”

He thought, perhaps, to tease her, and brushed his lips over hers with a feather light touch. But then—best laid plans and all that—she pushed out her tongue and licked him.

One flick of that pink tongue was all it took and his reservations, his concerns, his intent, melted. Melted in a sweltering blaze of scorching lust.

“Oh, God,” he said, or something like it, as he pulled her closer and deepened the kiss.

Although deepened was a pale word for it. It was more of a conflagration, a dizzying maelstrom of scent and sensation. She tasted glorious, and felt as wonderful in his arms, pressing against him, clutching him and—God help him—tugging his shirt from its anchorage so she could rake her fingers over his bare belly.

It enflamed him. He walked her backward until they hit an obstacle—the table, and thank God they’d cleared it—and he hefted her up on it so he didn’t have to stoop. She wrapped her legs around his waist and pressed against him.

“Oh, you’re hard,” she murmured when he released her lips to nibble his way to the delicious flesh of her neck.

“I’ve been hard all week,” he grumbled. “All I have to do is look at you, think about you, and I’m hard.”

“Mmm. We have to do something about that.”

“Let’s.”

He cupped her breasts and thrilled to the softness of her, that and the impudent nipple thrusting out. He scraped it with a finger and she moaned, writhed against him. But he had limited patience. And he required no foreplay. While he suspected she was ready too, he needed to be sure, so he eased his hand down, between them, beneath her tantalizing skirt, and touched her.

What he found almost made him lose all control.

Not only was she ready, not only was she warm and wet and creamy…she wasn’t wearing any underwear.

She’d spent the entire meal bare before him and he hadn’t even realized it.

The top of his head almost blew off. Both of them.

“Claire.” A growl.

She met his gaze with an impish grin. But it faded. Oh, yes, it faded, when he eased a finger into her sheath. He did it to punish her for making his soul howl, and to ready her for more. But he only ended up punishing himself. Because the feel of that tight channel, those muscles working on him, sucking at his sanity, made his eyes cross.

“I’m going to fuck you.”

It was only fair to give her warning.

But she hardly needed it. Her fingers flew to his belt buckle but honestly, even that was a torment, because she fumbled with it and kept scraping his cock as she tried to open his jeans. He suspected she was doing it on purpose and frankly, at the moment, he didn’t have the patience or the fortitude to withstand any more of her teasing.

As it was, he barely had the mental wherewithal to remember the condom.

Thank God it was in his back pocket.

Charlie released his cock and tore open the wrapper with his teeth, then quickly slipped the condom on. He glanced at her and caught her staring at him. At it.

“Oh, my,” she murmured as she took him in her fist.

“Claire. Don’t.” He barely choked it out.

“But I want to feel you.”

“Not now.” He grabbed her wrists in one hand and pinned them over her head as he arched his back and guided himself in. And yeah.

Heaven. Freaking heaven.

He closed his eyes as he slid deeper, reveling in her exquisite grip. “Jesus.”

She wriggled beneath him, probably trying to pull her hands free, but all it did was incite the beast within him. He opened his eyes and stared at her as he made the final thrust and filled her.

She gasped. Moaned.

Her expression was magnificent, wreathed with delight. Her lips were parted, eyes wide and shining with anticipation. She was so beautiful splayed before him. His only regret was that they hadn’t taken the time to remove their clothes.

He’d planned to do that, he recalled. Planned to strip her slowly.

But at the moment, he couldn’t be bothered with regrets, because she arched up into him and huffed his name on a breath and wriggled some more, which really lit his fire.

He loved when she wriggled.

But as much as he enjoyed holding her still, he needed both hands to fuck her the way he wanted, so he released her wrists and grabbed hold of her hips and began to move.

Oh, gently at first—as he’d decided. A deliberate, tormenting in and out, working up slowly to something wilder, but his body betrayed him.

Or she did.

As soon as she was free of his hold, she pulled him down and gave him an openmouthed kiss that made his mind spin. She scratched at his back through his shirt, fisted her hands in his hair and clung to his ears to keep him close.

Her passion tipped him over the edge and all his carefully designed maneuvers went out the window.

All of his gentility fled.

He growled and glared at her and held her tight as he plowed into her, faster and faster; he surprised even himself with his ferocity.

This was Claire beneath him, around him, urging him on with her grunts and moans and, yes, occasionally commands. He did his best to obey, because they were things he wanted, needed, craved as well.

Faster.

Harder.

Deeper.

Yes, yes, yes. He would give it all to her. Give her everything.

It was madness. A frenzy. A glorious unbridled ride that took them both quickly to the edge.

Her passion was high too. He could tell by the tension in her body, the harsh pants of her breath, the burn of her nails in his flesh. She tossed her head from side to side, tightened her legs around his hips, begged.

He wanted her to come before he did, and he knew he was close. So he found her clit, circled it in something of a frantic caress.

Thank God it was enough. Because a knot had formed in his lower belly and was expanding in a sphere of agony and delight that encompassed all that he was. His balls tightened. His cock swelled. His universe shrunk to that point where they were joined.

“Claire,” he groaned.

“Yes,” she said, imploring him. “Now. Please. Now.”

Oh yes. Now. She clenched him as her climax descended. Her eyes closed and a tear leaked out as she seized around him. Every muscle contracted. Shuddered. Exulted.

In both of them, at the same time.

It seemed in that moment as though they were one. Fused. In perfect concert.

And then the wave took him, swept him away. He exploded, imploded, spun in a welter of mind-blowing delight.

He continued to move, because his body demanded it, even after the tempest had passed. It felt so good, he never wanted to stop. She gloried in it, continued to quiver and quake and issue moans that made shivers dance through his body. He loved that he could give her such pleasure. And he loved that she gave it right back.

Still breathless, sheeted in sweat, he slowed until his movements were little more than gentle nudges. She smiled.

Ah. What a smile.

So brilliant. And sated.

He had to kiss her. Her mouth was slack, but she responded, wrapping her arms around his neck and clinging to him. As he was still hunched over her, he propped his elbows on the table, so he could continue this delicious pursuit. Though his body was shaking, and he was still buried deep within her, he didn’t care.

It had been a magnificent tangling.

A wonderful first time.

But he was still annoyed with himself.

He lifted his head and offered her an apologetic smile. “Sorry about that.”

She frowned. “What?”

He smiled at her outrage. “I was planning something less…”

“Less? Less, what?”

“Less feral.”

When she laughed, her body squeezed his cock, and astonishingly, he felt a familiar stirring. Really? Already?

Surely, if they went at it again, now, this soon, it would kill him. He gently eased out and she pouted.

“I was planning this grand, romantic seduction. Not a fast and furious screw.”

“It was fabulous.” He helped her sit up and then he tugged her skirt down. Because yeah, that sight was far too enticing. “I like it hot and hard.”

He gulped. “Do you?”

She lifted a shoulder. “Sometimes. And let’s be honest, we were both ready.”

Yeah. They had been. He loved that about her. That she was honest about her desire. He had no interest in game playing. At least, not that kind.

“You can do that slow seduction thing next time,” she suggested as she hopped off the table.

“Deal.” He removed the condom and disposed of it and pulled his jeans back up, because it seemed wrong or too optimistic to leave them down while she was dressed.

She glanced back at the table with a wistful smile. And then an amused horror descended on her features. “Oh my God. Lisa is going to die when she finds out we made love on her kitchen table.”

His laugh was strangled. He pulled her into his arms. “How about we don’t tell Lisa?”

“Oooh,” she cooed. “Secrets. I love them.”

“Me too,” he said as he kissed her again, but what he probably meant was, I love you. Because he was pretty sure he did.

And then, she said, “How about dessert?” and removed all doubt.

She was, indeed, the perfect woman.


Chapter Twelve
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They broke the cardinal rule right off the bat. Claire didn’t see the point of pretending that the two of them would never make it up to her room. Besides, anyone who might have stopped them was probably halfway to Austin by now.

She took the strawberries and whipped cream upstairs as she led him to perdition and they spent the next couple hours eating them off of each other. She’d always loved strawberries and whipped cream, but nibbling them off his hard, flat belly gave her a new appreciation for the treat.

The striptease he treated her to wasn’t bad either. And God, he was more magnificent in his altogether than she could ever have imagined.

Though she was shy about stripping in front of him, he made it worth her while.

She loved the way he stared at her, stroked her, studied her. He treated her as though she were made of the most delicate china…until his passion raged out of control. She loved that too.

As much as she appreciated his reverent touch, she couldn’t deny that the savage side of him—that skulking beast who wanted to cover her, claim her—set her on fire.

She could tell by the glint in his expression when he’d had enough of their scrumptious game. With a growl, and no prelude other than to snag another condom, he grabbed her by the hips, flipped her over and took her.

Plowed right in and fucked her from behind, hitting her in all the right places and making her come like gangbusters once more.

She’d never had this. Never known this. Never felt this.

He was the hottest man she’d ever met, but that was hardly all of it. The fact that he found her irresistible too spurred her on. She didn’t know how she’d gotten so lucky and it scared her a bit, because it was happening so fast. And also, because the thought of losing him, ever, was terrifying.

But now was not the time to worry about that.

She had him for the weekend and she was going to work him like the stud he was.

Fortunately, he had no complaints.

After a shower—because somehow, they’d become sticky—they curled up in her bed and rested. He wrapped his arms around her and breathed kisses on her forehead.

She nestled deeper into his embrace and asked a question that had been nagging at her since he’d mentioned it. “Were you kidding about tying me to the bed?”

“Not really.” His hold on her tightened. “Does that freak you out?”

She pushed away and propped herself on her elbow so she could stare down at his face. “I’ve never done anything like that. But…” She blushed.

“But what?”

“I read a book.”

“Did you?” His smile was wicked. “Is it something you’d like to try?”

“That depends.”

He pushed up as well, so they were face-to-face. “On what?”

“I’m not interested in anything really kinky.”

“Like what?”

“I don’t know. Nipple clamps?”

He laughed. “Okay.”

“And no one is spanking me.”

“Agreed.”

“Oh, and I’m not doing your laundry.”

His brow arched.

“Or calling you sir.”

There was no call for him to put out a lip.

“I am really not a submissive type. It’s only fair to tell you, right up front.”

“I understand. And if you don’t like it, we won’t do it again. Deal?”

“Deal. But if I let you tie me up, you have to let me tie you up too.” And yeah. His expression was hysterical, all shocked and horrified.

“T-that’s not the way it works,” he sputtered.

“What’s good for the goose is good for the gander.”

“But I plan to tie you up and tease you ’til you beg.”

“What’s your point?”

“If you do that to me, it’ll kill me.”

She sent him a toothy grin. “But think how much you would enjoy it.”

“Men just aren’t cut out for stuff like that.”

“You’re only making me want to try it more.”

He rolled over, on top of her, and silenced her with a growl and a kiss.

She nearly laughed. If he thought he could distract her that easily once she got an idea in her head, he had another think coming.

“I love the flowers by the way,” she said once he’d released her lips and wandered down to make love to that tender spot on her neck, the one that made her breathless and a little crazy. It seemed politic to change the topic—not that she’d forget about tying him up. Not hardly.

“Mmm,” he said against her skin, his breath warm and damp. “You mentioned that.”

She gave a small laugh, because his beard tickled. “No I didn’t.”

“Sure you did.” He gave her a nip; it sent shivers through her body. “When I gave them to you. The night of our date.”

“I meant the roses.”

He stilled. “Roses?”

“The ones in the foyer? Surely you saw them there.” The bouquet was enormous.

He lifted up on an elbow and frowned down at her. “I didn’t send you roses.”

She blinked. “But… They came right after our date.”

“I didn’t send them.”

She swallowed. Hard. “And the letter?”

His eyes narrowed. “What letter?”

Oh crap. “I thought it came from you.” She untangled from him and levered out of bed to grab the paper, which she’d dropped on her dresser. “Here.” She thrust it at him.

He read it and his brow wrinkled. “Claire, I didn’t write this.”

“Are you sure?”

“Pretty damn sure.” He pinned her with an intense frown. “Who sent this?”

“How should I know? I thought it was you.”

“Well, it wasn’t.” While she was delighted by his disgruntlement that she might have another admirer, she could tell from his expression that he might be inclined to belabor the mystery, so she decided to distract him.

Not that she wasn’t curious, now that she knew the flowers hadn’t come from him, but she wasn’t in the mood to think about it right now. Not while she had him here in her bed. At her mercy.

“Let’s talk about it tomorrow,” she murmured, kissing him on the cheek, then the neck, then his shoulder, his belly. When he realized where she was heading, he caught his breath and stared at her with red-rimmed eyes, as though he couldn’t bear to miss a second of this.

Which was all good and well.

And she was able to make him beg… even without tying him up.

Charlie was dead asleep when his pager went off—Claire had utterly drained him. Though he was off duty for the weekend, he still carried it at all hours in case dispatch needed to reach him. Snake Gully was a small town and usually quiet, but occasionally there was a need for additional backup. They found the pagers worked better than cell phones.

Claire grumbled at the strident intrusion, but rolled over when he turned on the light. Hopefully she could sleep through whatever this was. He didn’t like the idea of being called away from her in the middle of the night, but this was his job. If there was to be any future between them, she’d have to get used to it.

Since this was the first time he’d used the archaic device—and his brain was fuzzy—it took a minute for him to figure it out. He finally noticed the number on the display, grabbed his cell phone and called it.

He expected to hear Gladys’ raspy smoker’s voice on the other end. He was rather surprised that it was not.

“What the hell is going on there?” He’d never heard Cody bellow like that, with such a thread of fury and panic in his voice.

“Um…what?”

“You heard me. What the hell is going on? You were supposed to call me on the hour. It’s past midnight and I haven’t even had one call!”

Charlie leaned against Claire’s headboard and grinned. “Oh? I thought you were kidding about that.”

“I had to call the goddamn police station to get your pager number.”

“Did you?”

“They didn’t want to give it over.”

“Didn’t they?”

“I had to tell them it was a family emergency.”

“Tut-tut. Lying to the authorities?”

“I wasn’t lying. There is an emergency.”

“And what is it?”

“You weren’t answering the bloody phone! And why aren’t you answering the phone?”

“Oh? Did you call? I didn’t hear the phone ring.”

Something deep and dark rumbled over the phone line. “Where are you?”

“At your ranch house.” He bit back his grin, even though he knew Cody couldn’t see. “I thought you knew.”

“You should be able to hear the landline on the second floor.” That sounded like an accusation.

“I was asleep.”

“I’ve been calling for hours. I called Claire’s cell too. No answer. What the hell is going on?”

Charlie glanced over at the woman tangled in the blanket by his side. The skin of her bare shoulder glowed in the lamplight. He couldn’t resist a caress. He loved that it roused her. She rolled over and smiled at him. “Nothing.”

“Nothing! Goddamn it, Charlie—”

There was a tussle on the other end and a new voice chimed in. “Charlie? Charlie? Is that you?”

He sighed. “Yes it is.”

“What’s happening? Is Claire okay?”

“Of course. She’s…sleeping.”

“Why didn’t you call in? We’ve been going crazy.”

Good God. These guys needed to take a chill pill.

“Who is it?” Claire murmured.

She shouldn’t have murmured. The voice on the other end of the line squawked. “Was that her? I thought you said she was sleeping.”

“She was. Someone woke her.” He covered the mouthpiece and whispered, “Your brothers.”

“Charlie…” Cade’s voice went low and solemn. “Are you on the third floor?”

He didn’t like to lie. “Why would I be on the third floor?”

But then Claire went and ruined his prevarication by grabbing the cell phone and saying, in the sweetest voice, “Good night, Cade.”

Charlie heard the yowl from where he sat. But only a bit of it, because Claire ended the call. She sent him an angelic smile and handed him his phone. “You might want to turn the ringer off.”

Too late. The phone rang again.

“Don’t answer it.”

Good advice. But Charlie knew if he didn’t, the Silver brothers would probably turn around and hie on home. He stood up and walked away from the bed before he answered. “Yes?”

“Charlie.” Cody again. “Tell me you’re not sleeping with my sister.”

“I’m not sleeping.”

For some reason that didn’t placate him. “Goddamn it, Charlie. I thought I was clear.”

“I thought I was clear. I told you if she was feeling better, all bets were off. I was very clear about that.”

“But…” He’d never heard Cody sputter.

“Listen, Cody. I like you. I respect you. I consider you a friend. But you need to back the fuck off.” For some reason, his ire was rising. Or maybe more than one reason. He was tired of her brothers’ bullshit. He wanted nothing more than to be with Claire…without their interference.

“Back off? Back off? She’s my baby sister.”

“She’s a grown woman. And a damn fine one at that.”

Snarls ensued. A threat or two. Or more.

Charlie ignored them. “You may as well accept the fact that Claire and I are together.”

“You just met!”

“It doesn’t matter. We both have real feelings for each other. And by God, nothing is going to keep me from her. Not your threats, your indignation or your midnight phone calls. Do you understand?”

“But…”

“I’m serious, Cody. I care for your sister and I intend to be with her in any way she’ll have me. Understood?”

“But…”

“Understood?” Something in his tone must have filtered through his friend’s outrage because, after a long silence, he muttered, “All right.”

“Thank you.” Hardly any sarcasm at all.

“But you’d better be gentle with her. You’d better not hurt her, or I’ll gut you like a fish.”

“Understood. Now, Cody?”

“What?”

“Hang up the phone. And don’t call back.”

“You’d better not hurt her—”

Enough. Charlie ended the call and tossed the cell phone onto the chair. He turned back to Claire with a frown. “Your brothers—”

“Did you mean what you said?” she asked, her eyes wide, shining.

Oh crap. What had he said? He’d been in something of a rage. He sent her a crooked smile. “Which part?”

“That you want to be with me?”

He lifted his hands, encompassing the thoroughly rumpled bed. “I should think that was obvious.”

“Any way I will have you?”

Ah. He suddenly knew what she was driving at. He came back to the bed and sat beside her, pulled her up into his arms and kissed her, gently. “I did mean that.”

“This has all happened very quickly,” she said in a detached tone that made his gut go cold.

“Yes. It has. But then, I’ve been in love with you forever.”

“In…love…?” To his great satisfaction, she warmed. Had she turned away, a part of him would have died.

“Yes. Granted, it was a crush back then, and little more. But now that I know you better, now that we’ve had time to reconnect, I…” He scraped back his hair and sighed. “I just really do.”

“You do?” Her grin was decidedly impish. “Do what?”

Oh hell. She was a minx. Angling for a declaration like that, all beautiful and naked and warm. He caught her gaze and held it and then said in the most solemn tone he could manage, “I do love you, Claire. I hope that doesn’t…scare you.”

She nuzzled closer and huffed a laugh. “I’m very brave. I think I can handle it.”

Nice to know, but not what he really wanted to hear. “Do you… Do you think you might have feelings for me too? Because if this is just a physical thing, if there’s no hope for more, I think we should end it now.”

Her eyes, bright and questing, searched his. “Are you issuing an ultimatum?”

His pulse lurched. “That was not my intention.” Hell. He should have kept his damn mouth shut. “It’s just…”

“What?” The fact that she stroked his hair didn’t help.

“My feelings for you are not…casual.” He took her hand, threaded their fingers. “And I don’t know if I could be in a casual relationship. I need more.”

She was quiet for a moment—an eternity—and then she tightened her fingers and whispered, “My feelings aren’t casual either.”

Oh thank God. Not a declaration, but not a rejection either.

It was something.

Hell, it was close to everything.

He met her gaze again. “So, shall we proceed?”

“Yes.” She kissed him, oh so gently, and then whispered, “Sir.”


Chapter Thirteen
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The rest of the weekend was glorious. Unlike anything Claire had ever experienced. Oh, her brothers still called to check in, but only twice, which she thought was very restrained of them.

As for her and Charlie, they explored.

And not just the physical aspect of their relationship—although there was quite a bit of that, including some things that would make her brothers’ hair stand on end, but she was hardly going to report back. They also spent hours talking, exchanging views, sharing stories. He made her laugh and awed her with his tales of life as a soldier in enemy territory.

He proved he was an excellent cook and endeavored to teach her how to fry an egg. It didn’t go well, and they went through nearly a carton before she managed to crack one without breaking a yolk. Still, he was patient and encouraging and all the things she’d ever wanted in a man.

In fact, he was perfect.

They connected on every level, emotional, physical, intellectual and spiritual. She wanted nothing more than to continue exploring for the rest of their lives.

She was especially intrigued by his passion for kinky play. Probably because he approached it as a devotional. He gently wrapped a scarf around her wrists and tied it loosely to the headboard—so she could get free if she wished. And then he made love to her with an exquisite touch. He tormented her until she begged, but it was a glorious torment and the orgasm he incited was beyond anything she’d ever known.

He was clever, introducing her slowly to this kind of play and then, bit by bit, taking her deeper into it. And she loved it.

But she was still determined to tie him up.

It was wholly unfortunate that they happened to be in the middle of a naughty-secretary-slash-dominant-businessman scenario in her office when her brothers returned. Claire was bent over the desk, awaiting her “punishment,” when she heard the car door slam.

Charlie heard it too. “Fuck!” he snarled, lurching back to peep out the window. “Fuck, fuck, fuck.”

Claire leaped up, yanked her panties on, pulled down her skirt and stared at him in horror. He scrambled to fasten his jeans. It was amusing, but she knew better than to be amused. “Quick,” she cried. “Into the kitchen!”

It was the first thought that came into her head, and it was inspired. The mess from breakfast was still there, so it was easy to pretend they were in the midst of making something—though what it might be, she had no clue—when everyone tromped in.

She forced a bright and innocent look on her face. “Well hey there,” she chirped. “How did it go?”

Her brothers didn’t respond right away, they simply stood there looking at the disaster on the countertops.

Lisa, however, shrieked, “What on earth have you done to my kitchen?”

Remembering what they had done here, in this room, on that table, made heat rise on Claire’s cheeks but she ignored it and said, “Charlie is teaching me to cook.”

“Oh, good God.” She frowned at Cade. There was no call for sarcasm.

“She’s doing well,” Charlie said, daring to kiss her forehead.

It was a minor miracle that her brothers didn’t lunge for him. But a muscle or two may have bunched. After a moment, Cody relaxed and forced a smile. “Anything edible yet?”

It was the first indication that he might be on the way to accepting that she and Charlie were an item.

And yes, it thrilled her that they were.

She looked up at him and their gazes clung.

“Well?” Cade clipped.

Charlie blinked. “What?”

“Anything edible yet? Cody asked if Claire’s made anything edible yet.”

“The, ah, pancakes weren’t bad.”

Claire snorted a laugh. The pancakes had been atrocious. She’d actually burned the blueberries. Just the blueberries. She had no idea how she’d done that.

But enough about her. She was tired of their scrutiny. “Tell me what happened in Austin.”

The all sat around the table while Lisa made real pancakes, and her brothers recounted how successful the event had been and that they were expecting a flood of new bookings.

But Claire didn’t hear much of it, because Charlie’s leg brushed against hers and then he found her hand with his and twined their fingers beneath the table, and everything but his presence danced from her head.

Her only regret was that their weekend alone was over.

But this wasn’t over. Not by a long shot.

Charlie went back to work on Monday and while it was hard to adjust to his absence—she’d become so used to having him by her side—she was too busy to suffer much. Her brothers were correct. The phone started ringing off the hook and she was beset with new bookings. The calendar for the next six months filled up quickly.

And only one of those calls was the heavy breather.

About noon, a knock came on the front door and a thrill walked through her at the thought that Charlie had stopped by to see her on his lunch break. Thank God Cody was over at Ford’s discussing a stud fee for his new bull and Cade had taken Lisa into town to buy some supplies at the market.

She nearly skipped to the door.

But when she opened it, her heart plummeted.

It wasn’t Charlie.

It was Dustin.

She frowned, but tried for a friendly tone. “Hi, Dustin. What brings you here?”

To her surprise, his expression darkened. “Claire. I’m so sorry to be the one to tell you…” His gaze flicked away.

Something lurched in her chest. “What? Tell me what?”

He raked his hair. “It’s your brother, Cody. There’s been an accident.”

“Oh, God.”

“Cade’s with him in the hospital. He asked me to come get you.”

“Of course. Let me grab my purse.” Though her mind spun and every nerve screamed, she bolted into the office, grabbed her things and raced back to Dustin. He escorted her to his truck, which was parked in the drive. She hopped in and when he slid into the driver’s side and started the engine, she asked, “How bad is it? What happened? Will he be all right?”

“He’ll be fine.” For some reason, Dustin smiled. She imagined it was supposed to be comforting, but it wasn’t. In fact, there was nothing comforting about him. It hit her hard and strong just then, the difference in the two men. She wasn’t sure what it was, because they were both good-looking. Both pleasant and funny. But with Charlie, well…with Charlie there was magic. There was no other way to put it. Dustin was like a cardboard cutout next to him.

As he headed down the driveway, Claire fished in her purse for her cell phone, thinking to call Charlie to meet them at the hospital, but before she could, Dustin took it from her and tossed it in the backseat. “You won’t need that,” he said.

Something in his tone chilled her to the bone, but that was nothing to the apprehension that curled in her gut when he turned right onto the main road. She stared at him. “Where are you going?” Town was the other way. Unless—oh my God—Cody had been medevaced to Dallas. “Which hospital is he in?”

Dustin’s only response was a chuckle, which was inappropriate at best and foreboding at worst.

“Dustin!” she cried, but he only put his foot on the accelerator. The truck lurched forward. She grabbed the console for purchase and glared at him. “What the hell is going on here?”

He glanced at her and what she saw in his eyes made her stomach heave. Cold determination with a maniacal glint.

Good God. Had she ever thought him pleasant?

“See, that’s what I love about you, Claire. You are so sweet and trusting. So…easily led.”

Easily led? Where on earth had he gotten that idea?

“There hasn’t been an accident, has there?” While relief swamped her, it was overshadowed by a growing disquiet. Why would Dustin lie? What was he up to? What the hell was going on?

“Oh, there was an accident all right, Claire, my dear. But it was one of your own making.”

Hell. His tone was decidedly…creepy.

“What are you talking about?”

“Did you think I would just sit back and let my woman fuck another man?”

“I am not your woman.” When would he get it through his thick skull that—

“And to think. All I had to do to win you back was tie you to the bed.”

Something cold lodged in her belly. She stared at him as shock raced through her, burning in her veins. Charlie would never have told anyone what they’d done. So how did Dustin know? How could he have—

All of a sudden, the realization hit and it mortified her, infuriated her beyond sanity. “You were the one who came into my room when I was in the hospital.” And hell. “You set up a camera? In my room?” The truth of it was galling, horrifying and mind-numbing. Her fury paralyzed her.

“Well of course I did. Someone had to keep an eye on you, Claire. Apparently your brothers aren’t up to the task.”

“Dustin, you had no right—”

He slammed on the brakes—she pitched forward until her seat belt caught—and whipped around to glare at her. “No right? No right? I have been faithful to you, Claire. For years. I’ve waited patiently for you to come around. To realize how perfect it was between us. You cannot deny you still have feelings for me—”

“I don’t!”

He ignored her. “We were almost there. Almost back together…when he came to town.”

“We were never back together, Dustin. Not even close. I meant it when I ended it. I don’t love you.”

“Shut up.” His snarl hit her like a wave, enrobed in his rage as it was. It took some effort, but he calmed himself and forced a smile. “We’re together now, my dearest. And we will be forevermore.”

Okay. That was it. Enough. The car was stopped, so she fumbled for the door handle and yanked.

Nothing happened.

He tipped his head and surveyed her with a look of doting condescension on his handsome features. It was chilling. “I suspected you might be upset at first, so I disabled the mechanism.” He said it so calmly it sent shivers down her spine. “But no worries. You’ll come to see that this was for the best.”

“The best?”

“That I’m the right man for you. In time, you will come to see that too.” Not bloody likely. “I would do anything for you, Claire. Can’t you see that?” He fixed her with a repentant look. “You shouldn’t have eaten the onion rings by the way. They were for him.”

She gaped at Dustin, taking in the maniacal glint in his eyes. “You poisoned me?” Holy God.

He chuckled. “Well, technically, I poisoned him. It’s hardly my fault you ate his food. You really shouldn’t have, you know. You gave me quite a scare.” He patted her hand. “But it all worked out. I knew it would. This is meant to be.”

Panic and horror sluiced through her mind. He was deranged. Totally deranged.

But if she wanted to survive, if she wanted to get out of this, it was probably a good idea to play along so he would lower his guard. The moment he did, she would escape. She had to. She stared out the window until she got her raging anxiety under control. “Where-where are you taking me?” she asked softly, in a normal tone. It cost her.

“We’re going to Las Vegas,” he said. God, he sounded so excited, as though this were a long-anticipated vacation rather than a kidnapping.

“Vegas?”

“Yeah.” He smiled at her. “We’re eloping.” He patted her hand—though she jerked away—and then hit the accelerator again, sending the truck shooting forward…away from everything Claire loved.

And damn it all. No one had any idea where she was.


Chapter Fourteen
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“What the hell do you mean, Claire is missing?” Charlie wasn’t sure, but it felt like one of the vessels in his brain exploded. His vision went red and tiny stars danced. He glared at Cody and Cade through the mist. “You were supposed to be watching her.”

“We have lives too,” Cody bellowed.

“Stop it. This is not helping.” Lisa, the only apparent voice of reason, stepped between them. “Let’s go over the facts. Okay?” She waited until all the men nodded, though they were reluctant nods. “Claire is gone, but her car is still here.”

“And her purse?” Charlie asked. That was one of the first things investigators looked for in a disappearance. If she’d left her purse—his blood curdled at the thought.

“Gone.”

Relief sluiced through him, but not for long. That was hardly a guarantee of anything. “So someone came here and took her away. And she went willingly.”

“How do you figure?” Cade asked.

“No sign of forced entry. No sign of a struggle. She took her purse.” He frowned at Lisa. “Who could it have been? Porsche maybe?”

“We called Porsche. She’s in Dallas with Crystal.” Ford’s fiancée was Porsche’s boss. The two ran an internet jewelry business.

“Hanna? Sidney?” He went through a list of all her friends. Each was quickly struck from the list.

Charlie raked his hair and paced the room, trying to think of anyone, someone Claire might have gone with. But the fact that she hadn’t called her brothers to let them know where she was going, or left a note or anything, was disturbing. Her brothers insisted she was religious about keeping them updated on what she was up to. She wasn’t answering any of her calls—not even from him.

His gaze fell on the roses in the crystal vase on the table and a knot formed in his belly. He and Claire had posited ideas about who might have sent them, but the only name they had come up with as a possibility was Dustin.

As soon as that bastard’s name entered his mind, he knew. Somehow, he just knew. With a snarl, he pulled out his cell phone and called Bubba’s.

“What is it?” Lisa asked, but he set a hand on her shoulder rather than respond. He didn’t think he had the capacity for a civil response.

As he suspected, Dustin hadn’t shown up for work tonight.

Charlie ended the call and sent a dark look around the room. “I’m going into town.” He would find Dustin—and Claire—come hell or high water.

“I’m going with you,” Cody said.

“Me too.” Cade leaped to his feet.

“And me!” Lisa cried.

Charlie frowned at her. “Someone should be here. You know. In case she comes back.” Or in case there was a call. He doubted Dustin was looking for ransom if he’d taken Claire, but they didn’t know for sure it was him. There was always the possibility that something else had happened. “You will be our EIC.”

Lisa blinked. “EIC?”

“Emergency Information Center. Okay?”

She nodded, but her eyes were wide.

“You’ll be great,” he said to ease her fear. “We need you here.”

Cade kissed Lisa, soothing her more, and then the three men headed out in a convoy, barreling toward Snake Gully. Dustin’s house was their first stop. He lived in the older section of town in a house his mother had left him. Thankfully, he had roommates, so Charlie didn’t need to bother with a warrant. They let him in, and when he asked to look around, they were more than happy to oblige.

Probably something to do with the heavy scent of marijuana on the air, though they lit incense in an attempt to cover it.

But all Charlie could discern in his search was that Dustin’s truck was gone and he’d taken some clothes. His roommates had no idea where he’d gone or when he’d left. They were decidedly unhelpful.

After their thorough search, he and Claire’s brothers met back in the foyer.

They were utterly at a loss.

With every passing minute, Charlie’s angst rose. His heart thudded at the thought that he might have, that he could have, lost her.

He’d just found her. He couldn’t let her go.

Not now.

Where on earth was she? If only there was a way to—

He froze as one of their earlier conversations echoed back to him. He glanced at Cody and Cade. “Claire has you on GPS, right?”

Cody nodded. “Yeah.”

“Do you have her on GPS too?”

The brothers froze and exchanged a glance. “Shit, why didn’t we think of that?” Cade muttered.

They both pulled out their phones and Cody’s eyes went wide. “What the hell?” he spurted as he stared at his screen.

“What’s she doing in Amarillo?” Cade showed Charlie his phone, indicating a ping to the northwest of Dallas.

“I don’t know, but by God, I’m finding out. Let’s go.”

“Where to?” Cade asked.

“To the station. I’m going to see about requisitioning a chopper.” They couldn’t drive to Amarillo fast enough to catch up with Claire—and whomever she was with—but a Huey could make the run in a fraction of the time. On the way, he got on the phone and called in a couple favors with friends in the Amarillo area, so he’d have access to a vehicle when he got there. He also put out an APB on Dustin’s plates, hoping that someone might spot them on the road and radio in.

It took some doing, but it wasn’t long before Charlie, Cody and Cade were settled in a chopper on loan from the state troopers and on their way through the murky night toward Amarillo.

No one spoke for the entire trip. They were all far too tense. Testosterone surged through the tiny cabin, and occasionally Cody or Cade would growl something, making the pilot shoot them concerned glances.

God help Dustin when they caught him.

He would be lucky to survive.

Claire wasn’t sure how she slept—as Dustin drove on through the night—but she did. When she awoke, it was dark. It took a second for her to remember what had happened and when she did, new fury raced through her. She knew she was all alone in this. If she was to escape, she’d have to do it on her own.

The road they were on was sparsely traveled. Only a few taillights were visible, and those were far away. She saw the glow of a gas station on the horizon and flicked a look at her captor. “I have to pee.”

She did, but that was hardly the point.

He frowned at her. “Hold it.”

Hold it? Hold it? “Is that any way to treat a woman you claim to love?”

“I don’t claim to love you, Claire. I do.”

“Bullshit.”

This earned her another frown. “My wife does not use profanity.”

“It’s a good thing I’m not your fucking wife then, isn’t it?”

He sent her a sad look and shook his head. “You’ll learn.” When he pulled over to the side of the road, she was elated—she was sure if she could break away, she could outrun him and hide in the brush—but he didn’t let her out of the truck. Rather he scrounged around in the back until he found what he was looking for.

He presented it to her with something of a challenge in his eyes and the sight of it terrified her.

It was a roll of duct tape.

Holding her gaze—perhaps enjoying her dread—he ripped off a length and wrapped it around her wrists. It was nothing like when Charlie had done it. There was nothing gentle or consensual about this and she loathed it with a passion. She’d always hated being dominated by overbearing men and this was no different.

“You son of a bitch,” she spat, immediately lifting her wrists to her mouth to rip the tape off with her teeth. But before she could, he settled another strip over her mouth.

He studied her for a moment as she fought against the bonds and screamed muffled curses into the tape. “You see?” he said, after a while. “My wife does not use profanities.” His tone was pedantic. As though this had been a lesson.

And indeed. Maybe it had been.

She’d learned one thing for sure. Dustin was batshit insane.

The question was, how would she escape him now?


Chapter Fifteen
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The first thing Charlie did when they landed in Amarillo was check Claire’s GPS again—even though he’d been checking it all along. It was satisfying to see that her marker was close. She was on I-40, heading west. The three of them piled into a cruiser with his friend Henry, who had agreed to help out.

He hadn’t seen Henry since his first tour in Iraq, but some relationships didn’t need a lot of bolstering, especially not after what they’d been through. Either one of them would have dropped everything to help the other. That’s just the way it was. Still, he offered his friend a grateful smile as Henry started the engine. “Thanks again for this,” he said in a gruff tone.

“No worries,” Henry said, glancing over his shoulder at Cade and Cody in the back. “You all got your seat belts on?”

It was amusing, watching the brothers scramble for them. It was also fun seeing them in the back of the cruiser behind the cage.

“So what are we looking for?” Henry asked as they pulled out of the state trooper complex and onto the freeway.

Charlie gave him a quick description of Dustin’s truck.

“And you’re sure there’s been foul play here?”

Even as he nodded, Cody and Cade both said, “Damn straight.”

“If she is with Dustin, she would not have gone willingly.” In his heart of hearts, he hoped he’d misread the situation, but he couldn’t fathom why else she would be way out here in Amarillo, not answering her phone. Also, his gut was rarely wrong. And he knew she was in danger. Knew.

Henry flicked a look at him, one that was far too inquisitive. “And who is this girl?” he asked in an undertone.

Charlie cleared his throat. “Why do you ask?”

“Because I’ve never seen you so worked up.”

He drew in a deep breath in an attempt to calm down. It didn’t work. “She’s…Claire.” That was it. That said it all. His Claire.

“Right. But who is she to you?”

He stared ahead; the taillights before him blurred. “She’s the woman I love, Henry. I don’t have to get her back. I need to.”

“Ah.”

Yeah. That said it all.

Or not.

Cody leaned forward, nearly smashing his nose against the perp grate, and clipped, “What did you say?” He frowned at Cade. “Did you hear what he said?”

“I heard what he said. He said he loves Claire.”

“You love Claire? Love her?”

Charlie frowned at him. “Yes. I love her.”

Cody blinked. He looked at Cade again, as though he just couldn’t wrap his mind around the idea. “He loves her? What do you think that means?”

Cade huffed a laugh. “I think it means he loves her.”

“As in loves her, loves her?”

“Probably. He did say he loved her. And he seemed pretty sincere.”

“But—”

“I love her,” Charlie snapped. “I am in love with her. Head over heels. I want her to be my wife. I want to see her face every morning when I wake up. I want her in my arms every night. I want a family with her, lots of children.” He paused, but only for a second because it looked like Cody was fixing to say something else, probably something stupid. “And most of all, I want her to move in with me. Into my house. I want her to sleep in my bed. Eat at my table. Destroy my kitchen.”

The brothers gaped at him. They exchanged a glance and, in tandem, they grinned.

“Well, okay then,” Cody said. “Let’s go get her.”

But there was no going to get her. When Charlie glanced at the GPS again, she was right there. His head shot up and he began scanning the cars ahead of them. His heart jerked when he saw a dusty black Ford in the next lane. “There.” He pointed. “Can you get closer so we can check the plates?”

Henry nodded and changed lanes, coming up behind the truck. Charlie’s stomach knotted when he recognized the license number, but not so much as it did when he saw a flash of light glint off Claire’s hair.

“It’s him,” he said, his teeth gritted. “And she’s in the cab too.”

“Be careful,” Cade said. “Don’t spook him.”

The last thing they needed was a high-speed chase with Claire at risk.

But apparently, having a cruiser behind him was enough to spook Dustin. He veered into the right lane and headed for the upcoming exit ramp.

Henry followed. He flicked on his lights before Dustin reached the ramp, but the truck didn’t pull over. Then again, Charlie didn’t expect it to. Not if Dustin was up to no good.

And he was.

He floored it.

The truck took off on the arterial and Henry pulled in behind him with his siren wailing. Because Dustin hadn’t pulled over, Henry was justified in calling for backup, so he did and got a response from troopers near Vega, Texas.

Charlie’s heart was in his throat as they followed the truck. He could see Claire’s form in the cab, but couldn’t make out her features until they passed a streetlamp and her face was illuminated in a flash.

Horror crawled through him when he realized there was duct tape on her mouth. It was validation that she was in peril, though he hardly needed it. His soul had known. “Faster,” he snapped.

Henry frowned. “They’re not going to get away, Charlie,” he said, “and we want to make sure Claire is safe.”

He snarled in frustration, but Henry was right. Dustin was heading straight for a roadblock, and they were in hot pursuit. Anything more might cause him to do something desperate. If Dustin did something desperate, Claire could be hurt…and he couldn’t bear that.

But to his surprise, after a couple miles the truck began to decelerate with no warning. Henry slammed on the brakes to keep from hitting it. When Dustin pulled over to the side of the road, Henry stopped behind him and got out of the cruiser with his gun drawn.

Charlie did as well and they flanked the truck.

Before Henry reached the driver’s side, the door opened and Dustin barreled out. With barely a glance at Henry, he bolted into the shadowed scrub.

“Freeze,” Henry bellowed and, when Dustin ignored him, he bolted after him. Sounds of a scuffle echoed across the empty plain, followed by a dull thud and Dustin’s howl.

“Do you have him?” Charlie called.

“Got him,” his friend responded in a victorious tone. “You go get your girl.”

Without hesitation, Charlie holstered his weapon and ran to the truck, wrenching the door open. He froze and stared at Claire, her hair askew, her eyes red with tears, her beautiful mouth covered in duct tape. She was so gorgeous and perfect and dear it made something deep inside him liquefy. He yanked her into his arms and held her tight. “Claire. Claire. Claire. Thank God you’re okay.” He pulled back and stared at her. “You are okay, aren’t you?”

“Mufm merfs,” she said. And all of a sudden he remembered it was difficult to be understood through duct tape. Carefully, he removed it, trying not to hurt her.

“There you go, my darling. Are you okay?”

“I am so glad to see you. I can’t tell you.”

“Me too. Thank God he stopped.” And then, “Why did he stop?”

She snorted. “He ran out of gas. He was so intent on getting me to Las Vegas, he wouldn’t pull over anywhere.”

“Vegas?” Something rippled up his spine. “Why Vegas?”

“Because he intended to marry me, of course.”

He gaped at her. “Marry you?”

“You needn’t sound so shocked. I’m not that old.”

“Old?” Where on earth had that idea come from? “Who said you’re old?”

She ignored his question with a sniff. “And some people do want to marry me, you know.”

He growled. “That’s not what I meant and you know it. I was just shocked that he thought you would marry him when you’re obviously in love with me.”

She blinked. “I am?” The question should have gutted him, but her hint of a smile saved him.

“Yes. You are. And you are going to marry me.”

“Oh, am I?”

“I think so. But not Vegas. A church wedding.”

She lifted a shoulder. “They have churches in Vegas.”

He eyed her. “Are you saying you want to be married in Vegas?”

“No. You’re the one who brought Vegas up.”

He hadn’t brought Vegas up, she had—but he didn’t see the point of arguing about it. “Where do you want to be married?”

“At home, of course. But you know what I’d really like?” This she asked sweetly with a shy flutter of lashes.

“What, my darling? Anything.”

“I’d like to be married not wearing duct tape.” She held up her wrists. “Do you mind?”

He pulled out his knife and sliced her bonds. That bastard had tied her so tight there were ligature marks. Right there on her delicate skin. He stroked her with a thumb. “I’ll kill him.”

Claire cupped his cheek and tipped his head up so she could see his face. “How on earth did you find me? I thought for sure I was on my own.”

“We tracked your cell phone.”

“Oh my God, my cell phone.” For some reason she pulled out of his arms and went on her knees on the seat and riffled around in the back. When she plopped down again, with a sigh, she had her cell phone clutched in her hands. “The bastard took it from me.”

Suddenly he had the burning desire to get her the hell out of this truck. “Come on. Let’s go to the cruiser. Your brothers will want to see you’re okay.”

She blinked. “They’re here? Both of them?”

“Can you imagine one of them staying behind?”

“No.” She laughed and grabbed her purse. As he escorted her to the other car, he saw Henry leading Dustin back to the road. Turdblossom was handcuffed and limping, but in Charlie’s professional opinion, not limping enough. It was also a relief to see the lights of the other cruisers heading toward them from the small town of Vega.

Henry and his compatriots could wrap this up. All he wanted was to get Claire home and safe and into his bed…where she belonged.

As they approached Henry’s car, a cacophony from the vehicle captured his attention. His gaze stalled on Cade and Cody, there in the back, and he barked a laugh. He’d completely forgotten about them. Since they were in the rear seat, where the perps usually sat, they couldn’t get out of the car without assistance. They were clearly annoyed about this.

So Charlie stopped Claire, right in the headlights, turned her around and pulled her into his arms.

“So you love me?” he asked. It didn’t hurt to be sure.

“Of course I do.”

“A lot?”

She narrowed her eyes. “More than I should.”

Her expression made him chuckle. “Why do you say that?”

“Because you drive me crazy.” Then she added as an afterthought, “Oh, and you give me tickets.”

That old chestnut? “I’ve only given you one ticket.”

“But you could have given me a warning instead.”

“I can give you a warning now…” He infused his tone with a wicked, dominant thrum. Her eyes widened as she caught his meaning.

She arched against him. “You are a naughty boy to say such things with my brothers watching.”

“They’re trapped in there.”

“What?”

“They can’t get out unless we let them out.”

Her smile blossomed. “Well, that is promising.”

It was.

“So you’re going to marry me?” he asked, just to hear it again.

She frowned. “I said I would.”

“Excellent. That’s all I wanted to know,” he murmured. And then he lowered his head and he kissed her.

He kissed her long and hard, right there in full view of her brothers.

It was a glorious, perfect moment.

Their bellows only enhanced his delight.

The End

If you loved Charlie and Claire, check out Crystal and Ford in The Real McCoy, Cade and Lisa in Come Hell or High Water and the coming full length story featuring Logan Landry and Hanna Stevens in Stud for Hire, Coming from Berkley Intermix in August. Porsche’s story, Cowboy to Command is coming soon, and watch for the 3rd full length novel in the Stripped Down series, Spurred On.
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Chapter One
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Rex Tarrow set his badge, gun, and keys on the night table next to his bed and sat down, still fully clothed, on the mattress behind him. Dropping his head to his hands, he fisted his fingers in his black hair, which had needed a cut for the last two weeks.

This missing persons case. It had consumed him, kept him awake nights, drew his attention away from his other duties during the day. Nothing about it made sense. Doctor Mina Cooper, an astronomer at the U of Texas, way down in Austin. Why would a woman like her—single, young, beautiful—go on a turkey hunt on a ranch outside of Fort Worth, and then disappear? The woman was a friggin’ vegetarian.

The neighbor’s dog barked right outside his window. Three in the morning, and the damn thing was outside? This city living was not easy to get used to. He missed the wide-open spaces and lazy quiet of Wild Oak County. Here, his neighbor’s fence ran a foot away from the side of his house.

A beam of light flashed through the room. It had to be the guy next door. Was that raccoon after the garbage cans again?

Rex stood, even though every muscle, tendon, and bone in his body told him to lie down and get some sleep. Hell, what would one more night without rest matter? He trudged down the hall toward the back of the house as footsteps clomped up the steps.

“It’s Jeb from next door.” The man’s gruff voice nearly rattled the pane of glass out of the door and his flashlight beam caught Rex in the face.

Shielding his eyes, he pulled open the door. “What’s going on, Jeb?”

The neighbor’s flashlight redirected to a woman’s face, partially shielded by blonde hair and…sunglasses? She held up her hands at her shoulders as if in surrender.

“The lady here, she says you know her.” Jeb shifted his shotgun away from its deadly aim at her back.

Tipping her head up, she stretched to her full height of nearly six feet, just a few inches shorter than Rex.

He snapped on the porch light as she removed her glasses.

“Holy fu…” Rex had to swallow. Twice.

Dr. Mina Cooper stood right in front of him, living, breathing, and lifting an eyebrow at him. “Are you gonna keep a girl standing on the back porch all night?”

Jeb looked around her, peering into Rex’s face. “Ya know her or not?”

“Yeah, I know her.” Rex reached out and wrapped his hand around her arm, feeling more bone than muscle through the long sleeve of her black sweatshirt. “Come on in, sweetheart. You’re here to apologize, huh?” The words just flowed out of him, while his brain kept speculating over her presence at his house.

Jeb chuckled and walked away.

Rex guided her into the house, shut the door, and closed the curtains on the window. “What the hell are you doing here?”

She deflated like a popped balloon.

Rex put an arm around her and helped her onto the bench. “I didn’t know what else to do.” Tipping up her face, Mina blinked away the tears that made her sky-blue eyes glow in the low light. “You have to help me.”

He scratched the side of his head. “Why me? Why not go to a police station?”

Wrapping her arms around herself, she shook her head. “I can’t trust that the Austin PD and your police department aren’t in this together.”

“In what together?” Was he missing something in his exhaustion, or was she talking in circles?

She doubled over with a groan. “Can I use your bathroom?”

“Uh, yeah. Are you alright?” He took her thin arm in his hand and helped her up, walking her toward the bathroom door.

“I get nauseous when I run too far.” She grasped the doorframe and made her way to the toilet, pulling off the blonde wig to reveal short, choppy red hair.

Rex closed the door, giving her privacy. “Yell if you need anything.” No wonder they hadn’t spotted her, despite the APB out on her. Her photo showed long, deep-red hair.

He stepped back a few feet, but still heard retching noises. She’d been running? How far was too far? She’d been missing from Austin for five days, from the turkey hunt for three. She couldn’t have been on foot since she’d come to Tarrant County. Could she?

The sound of water running in the sink snapped him into action. He grabbed his small notebook and pen and started writing his questions for her.

Mina opened the door and stepped out. “Thanks. Sorry.” She carried her wig and glasses in one hand.

Rex looked down at her jeans and running shoes. From her knees down, she was covered with dirt.

“Hey, no problem. Drop by any time.” He gestured toward the living room.

She gave a half-smile and tottered that way, flopping down onto the couch and dropping her head back. “Can I just have ten minutes to sleep? Then I’ll answer all…your…que…” Her breathing went deep and the wig and glasses fell to the floor.

Rex just stared. This was something completely new, unexpected. Of course, almost everything dealing with missing persons was new to him. He’d only been a detective for a few months. Working his way up from patrol cop to vice cop in three years, he’d aced his detective exam and had fast-tracked to Missing Persons. Homicide was his ultimate goal, but he’d take his time and earn that.

He shook his head and sat in his recliner. She didn’t care about his history, but somehow she knew he was a clean cop, and was one of the team searching for her.

“How the hell did you know that, Doctor?” He whispered the words, then wrote a few more questions in his notebook, including, How did you find out where I live?

Should he contact his partner? Sontag had been in the unit for eight years, and knew what he was doing, but she’d mentioned corrupt cops in Austin and DFW. How much did he trust his partner? The guy was lazy and unprofessional, but dirty? Not likely.

She cried out softly, and he got up, pulling the blanket off the back of his chair and covering her with it. Mina stood six feet tall, but her weight looked to be a barely healthy one-hundred-forty pounds. Pretty, though, with her pale skin, a few freckles on her cheeks and nose, and a decent set of round, maybe C-cup…

“Shit.” He turned away and walked into the kitchen. Creepy cop, staring at her like she was flirting with him in a bar instead of passed out on his couch. He opened the refrigerator. A box of pizza from three days ago, some lunch meat, but she was a vegetarian. In the cheese drawer, he pulled out a block of cheddar. It looked a little green on the edges.

He cut off the bad parts and sliced the rest of the cheese, set it on a plate with some crackers and an apple that had been lurking in the back corner of the refrigerator. Grabbing a bottle of water, he stepped quietly into the living room.

She hadn’t moved.

He put her snack on the table next to her and looked back toward the bathroom. Why hadn’t he thought of it earlier? He must have been in shock, and it felt like he still was. He grabbed a new toothbrush and travel-size toothpaste and put that next to her plate.

Rex went back to his notebook, filling up five pages before she coughed and made a smacking noise with her mouth, then jerked and looked around.

“How long was I out?”

“About ten minutes. You’re safe, Doctor.” He gestured to the table next to her. “Have a freshen-up, a snack, then I’m going to ask you about fifty questions.

“Sure.” She nodded and sat forward. “Thank you for this.” She blinked at him. “You wouldn’t have any tea, would you?”

Rex snorted. “Do I look like the kind of guy who has tea in his house?”
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Mina pressed her lips together to keep from laughing. Was it just the relief of finally feeling safe after so many days on the run, so many sleepless nights hiding?

He groaned and got out of his big recliner. “I’ll check.”

Tall, black-haired, black-eyed, and tanned-skinned, Rex Tarrow had a sterling reputation in his department, according to the records she’d accessed. After meeting him, her intuition substantiated her decision to ask him for help. He was the one person she’d risk trusting with her life, but it was still a risk. He may not be as squeaky-clean as he appeared on paper.

Watching him walk away was a pleasure, and one that surprised her, considering her current status. Long legs and a nice ass encased in worn jeans. Mina grabbed the toothbrush and toothpaste, then stood and followed him as far as the kitchen door. His wide shoulders and big arms in a white T-shirt struck her as super sexy. She’d spotted a bedroom just down the hall…

Wow, had the stress and sleepless nights finally made her lose touch with reality? She let herself take a moment to watch him stretch to dig through cabinets looking for tea for her. He was one perfect example of a man.

Mina walked down the hall to the bathroom. The house looked old and dated, but well maintained. The neighborhood wasn’t the best in the city though, and she’d had some doubts as she ran through the streets and alleys. Was a detective’s salary so skimpy that he had to live in such a marginal area?

She loaded the toothbrush and stuck it in her mouth, then wandered to the back entryway. A few photos on the wall caught her attention. Rex as a teen with a smiling older man in a law officer’s uniform. She couldn’t see the patches.

Another one showed three men in light-brown camo in the desert, holding their helmets and guns, all smiling. She looked closer. Was that Rex? Wow, short, nearly shaven hair, his skin even darker than it appeared now.

“Marines.” He walked up behind her, silent in his stocking feet.

She jumped and goobed some toothpaste onto her chin.

“Sorry, Doctor.” He held up a steaming cup with a teabag string hanging from one side. “I’ll set this next to the couch.”

“Thank you.” Her knees wobbled a little as she walked back to the bathroom and rinsed.

In the living room, she sat next to the food he’d kindly prepared for her.

Rex pulled a chair from the corner and set it close in front of her. As he sat, he opened his notebook. “I have some questions for you.” He pulled his phone from his pocket and set it on his thigh.

Panic roared through her. “You didn’t call anyone, did you?”

His brows drew down. “No. I’m going to record your answers.”

She chomped on a thick slice of cheese and washed it down with a swig of tea. “I’ll answer all your questions.” Her stomach rumbled and she paused, making sure nothing was reversing in there, then ate some of the crackers. “But we have to get out of here.”

His perfect black brows rose up on his forehead. “Why? What is going on?”

The sound of a car door closing made her jump. Her meal nearly came back up. “Is that—”

He held out a hand to quiet her, stood, and walked to the window, looking out through the side of the curtains toward the street. “Just the neighbors.” Turning, he cocked his head. “I’m assuming someone is looking for you, besides the authorities.”

Nodding, she ate as quickly as she could. She should have gotten them out of there within minutes of her arrival. What was she thinking? She was not safe yet. “The killers are the authorities, and they’re looking for me.”

That made him pause. “Killers?”

She finished everything on her plate, and stood with it in one hand and the cup of tea in the other. “I’ll tell you the whole story.” Or at least most of it. There were things he didn’t need to know. “But we have to leave. I got your address using a state database through the college, and it’s probably already been traced.”

He just shook his head. “Why me?”

Walking to the kitchen, she glanced longingly at the box of tea bags, then turned her back on them. There was no time for another cup.

“Take the tea bags with you, if you want.” He gestured to the box.

The detective was very perceptive, noticing her every nuance. Would he be able to tell that she was withholding a key piece of information from him when she told her story? She set her dishes in the sink and took a couple of bags, tucking them into her pocket before answering his question. “I called the precinct with a tip on a missing person. Me.”

Rex stood in the kitchen doorway, tall and too good-looking. With his phone in one hand, notebook and pen in the other, he looked like he was ready to force the truth out of her. “That’s how you got my name?”

“Yes, and your partner’s. Then I looked you up online. Victor Sontag has been with the unit for years, and you’re new. You have less chance of being part of the corruption.”

“Corruption? You mentioned killers. They were cops?”

She nodded. “Honestly, I will tell you everything.” She laced her fingers together at the small lie. “But we have to go someplace safe.”

“There’s a safe house about five miles—”

“Uh uh. No. If this corruption goes as high as I think it does, that’s the first place they’d look for me.”

“They. The cops who killed…who?”

A banging sound came from the back of the house.

She jumped, and the food in her stomach churned like a carnival ride. “Detective. Please.” She began to breathe too fast, started feeling a little dizzy.

His eyes narrowed as he looked toward the back door. The neighbor’s voice called to his dog. “Okay, that’s just Jeb.” He scratched his jaw. “I can see you’re serious, so I’m going to go along with this. For now.” He shoved his phone and notepad into his pocket. “Get your wig on. Let me throw some clothes into a bag.” He gestured to a door in the back room. “Grab a coat and hat out of there, just to change your looks some.”

He disappeared into the room off the hall where she’d seen a bed.

In the closet, Mina found a camo baseball cap and a dark jacket that looked three sizes too big for her. When he came back out, his holstered gun hung from his belt, and he was setting a box of bullets and a smaller pistol in the bag.

She forced her breathing to slow and relaxed her shoulders. He would keep her safe. She’d have to lie to him, but that was the only way to be sure she was taken seriously.

“Ready?” He walked to the back door, glanced out the window, then opened the door and stepped out. “Let’s go.”

She followed him outside, the yard dark, only lit by a pole light in the alley. She reached behind a bush next to the steps. Pulling out her backpack, she turned to find him frowning at her.

“Ma’am, you are either paranoid as hell, or seriously in trouble.”

“Both.” A chill ran through her. “And in case you didn’t realize it, now you’re involved, too.”


Chapter Two
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“Yeah, thanks for involving me in your getaway, Doctor.” Rex walked to a building at the back of the lot, his head swiveling, as if watching for movement.

Mina followed.

Inside the garage, a government-issue sedan sat next to a black pickup truck and a big, shiny red American-made motorcycle.

He looked at the dark blue sedan. “You’re probably gonna say we should leave the cop car here, right?” With a sideways glance at her, he opened the truck’s passenger door, then walked around the hood and got in the driver’s side.

Did he finally believe they were in danger, or was he placating her, planning to drive around in circles while she told her story, only to end up at a police station—or a psych ward? “The less chance of being spotted, the better.”

He drove out of the alley and slowly down his street, checking the sides of his house and every car parked along the street. He circled around the area, then pulled into a parking spot in another alley and cut the lights. No cars came down the alley, and none passed by on the street. “Pretty sure we’re not being followed.” He set his phone on the console between them and pressed record, but then hit the stop button. “You have a phone?”

She shook her head. “I broke it open in Austin, cracked the SIM card, and threw it all in the river.” Her way of disappearing completely, and possibly forever. The thought of never seeing her father again nearly turned her into a crying mess.

“You know, dumping in the river is illegal.” He got them moving again. “I’m going to have to issue a citation.”

Through her sorrow, she laughed, just a little. “You’re funny for a cop.”

He shrugged his eyebrows but didn’t smile. Rex pulled into a strip mall where only three stores looked to be open. “I’m going in to get you a burner.”

“Berner? Isn’t that an illegal substance?”

He shifted into Park and gave her a look. “Not marijuana, although I know you college professors enjoy a smoke now and again.”

She had to smile. “Guilty.” Mina liked his teasing. “But only when we’re out scouting the skies for alien spacecraft.”

This time, one side of his mouth quirked up into an almost-smirk. “Yeah.” He released his seatbelt. “This burner is a prepaid phone not attached to any name.” He reached into the backseat, his face coming close to hers.

She inhaled slowly. The scent of sandalwood hit her low in her belly, manly and enticing.

He paused a moment and looked at her, his dark eyes moving to take in her features. Settling back into his seat, he looked at the stack of twenty-dollar bills in his hand.

With a low whistle, her eyes popped wide. “You rob a bank or something?”

He shook his head. “Lady…” Rex took a breath. “I’m going into the store, you stay here. You need anything while I’m in there?”

She shook her head, but pulled the camo cap from under the coat on her lap. “Wear this, keep your head down.”

He frowned, but put on the cap. “Yes, ma’am.” He pulled a long jacket from the back seat and slipped into it, covering his gun.

Mina heard his sarcasm. “I’ve been running for five days, and have seen my picture on the TV, Internet, and local newspapers. Trust me, I had to learn fast how to become invisible.”

With a nod, he slid out of the truck and locked the doors with his fob.

Mina watched him walk into a big, brightly lit, 24-hour drug store. Interesting guy. Very serious, but he liked to joke around, too. What had made him become a cop? Usually something in a person’s past steered them into a life trying to save the world. In a good way.

A car pulled into a spot close to them.

She pulled the jacket up to her neck and eased her seat back a ways, watching as a mother and two kids took forever to get out of their vehicle.

Rex left the store with a bag in his hand and walked to another lit store a few doors down.

Mina kept watch, noting every car that drove by, watching for anyone who came by more than once, or eyed the truck with more than passing interest. Nothing stood out.

Rex strode across the parking lot toward her, purposeful, but not running or doing anything to catch attention. He was a smart man, and knew his trade.

He slid in holding two bags and a beverage carrier with a couple of big water bottles and two giant paper cups, one with three teabag tags on strings swinging from the side of it.

“Oh, Rex, you’re absolutely my hero.” She took the carrier, setting her tea in one cup holder, his extra-jumbo coffee in the other, and the water next to her on the seat.

“We’ll see.” He mumbled the words as he opened the package with the phone in it. “I’m putting my number in here.” Turning to face her, he lasered his gaze onto her. “Do not call anyone else. You understand?”

She swallowed, then nodded. “Yes sir, Detective.” She’d love to call her father, let him know she was okay.

“Listen up, Doctor.” He moved in closer, his jaw tightening. “I know you have people you’d like to reassure. Family, friends, boyfriend. But this is serious shit. If you really believe the cops are involved in this, they’ll have taps on those people’s phones, and will pick up this number and locate it in seconds.”

How the hell had he read her thoughts? “Got it.” She would follow his rules.

He eased back and finished setting up the phone, then handed it to her. “Call me so you know how to use it.”

“I’ve used a phone before.” Mina looked at the little flip phone.

“I need you to call me…” He said the words slowly, as if talking to a child. “So I can have your number, too.”

“I’m working on it, just relax.” She mumbled the words so he definitely wouldn’t hear. She pressed call. His phone rang once, twice, three times. “You’re not going to answer?” It was meant to be a joke, but he just let out a groan.

She hung up and Rex started the truck and drove out of the lot. He set his phone on the console between them and pressed record. “Doctor Mina Cooper. Start talking about what has been happening. We’ve got about a three-hour drive. I’ll jump in with questions.”

As they drove, she gave him most of the details. “I’m an astronomer. Well, you know that.” A stupid, silly woman who has led a too-sheltered life, and recently made a series of very dangerous mistakes because she was bored and needed a little excitement in her life. She’d gotten the excitement, and a good dose of life-altering fear, along with it. A sharp laugh escaped her.

He glanced at her, a lock of hair falling onto his forehead.

“Sorry. Just a little manic panic there.” She settled back, closing her eyes. “Okay, here it is. I was on the roof of one of the buildings on the far edge of the campus. Not much light to interfere with my…” She glanced at him. “Alien spacecraft spotting.”

He gave a huff of breath. Was that as close as he got to a laugh?

“I heard voices from the street.”

“How tall was the building?”

“Three…no, four stories, I think.”

Rex pulled onto the freeway, heading south toward Austin.

“Where are we going?” She didn’t like the direction he’d chosen.

“My ex-wife’s stepfather’s ranch outside of Wild Oak.”

The ex-wife part hit her like buckshot. “That’s a lot of degrees of separation.” He’d chosen a place in a tiny town, and a ranch that would most likely never be associated with Rex. She let out a long sigh. Ex-wife? She looked at him out of the corner of her eye. How old was he?

His hands tightened on the wheel, then he stopped the phone recording. “I was orphaned at eight, went into the service at eighteen, Marines, and served one tour of duty. I came back and married the wrong woman, we divorced a year later. Been divorced for seven years. You can figure out my age from there.”

How did he do that? Psychic, or just really good at reading people? “Thirty?”

“Thirty-one.”

“Oh. You’re young to be a detective.”

He knew how old she was from her profile. “You’re thirty-three. Isn’t that young to be a tenured professor?”

“Not tenured. My father is, maybe you’re mixing us up. His name is Milo.”

“Huh.” He drove for a full minute. “Okay, we done with the introductions, now?”

She pressed the record button on his phone. “Yes, continuing.” This was the difficult part. “I pointed my telescope down to where a group of people stood. I couldn’t see much because they weren’t near the streetlamp.” The horror of those moments came back to her, and she took a few sips of her tea, holding the hot cup in her cold hands.

“How many people?”

“Maybe ten, I don’t know for sure. At least two women, that I could tell, and the rest were men.” She’d been looking for one particular face, and had been saddened to see it in the group. “Some of them wore suits, but some of them were cops. Badges flashed, and their belts held lots of…um…gewgaws.”

“Gew…gaws.”

She almost laughed at his treatment of the word. “Yeah, you know. Cop paraphernalia.” Her thoughts went back to that night. “I tried to make out the patches on their sleeves, but with the bad lighting, I could only see that there were at least two different patches, maybe three.”

He grunted. “That’s why you’re thinking there may have been more than one police force involved.”

“Yes.” She sipped tea for a few moments. “Their voices grew loud, shouting, then one man pulled out a pistol and everything went silent.”

Rex glanced at her, his eyes looking anxious.

“They shot one of the men.” She revisited the panic that had slammed into her that night.

“Shot with the pistol? One shot?”

“Yes. Silencer, I guess, because it wasn’t loud. To the…head.” Another dose of nausea swirled in her stomach. The sight of the man’s head shoved backward by the bullet, his slow fall to the ground, and the sickening thud as his head landed on the concrete.

“Damn.” He checked to be sure his phone was still recording, then squeezed her shoulder for a quick second. “What made you run?”

She appreciated his show of concern for her. A hug would have been nicer, but she didn’t expect that, by any means. “I’m afraid I went a little horror-movie heroine, and screamed.”

His brows went up. “I’m assuming it wasn’t a silent scream?”

“No.” She’d wanted to slap herself after she’d done it. She’d immediately looked through her telescope to see if they’d heard. Every eye in the group was trained on her, and a man pointed right at her. “Three of the officers ran toward my building, and I knew I had only seconds to get away. I’d been recording everything on a camera attached to the telescope, and grabbed that. I left my telescope and ran down the back stairwell, the one furthest from the front door and the cops.”

“You have the camera? You were on foot?”

He seemed to be very interested now. “Yes to the camera. No to walking. I’d parked my bike in the stairwell. I grabbed it and ran a block before I had the clarity to jump on it and ride.”

“I’m guessing by ‘bike’ you’re not referring to a motorcycle.”

“No, just a pedal bike with three speeds, for getting around the campus.” It had probably saved her life. The men chasing her had to have been watching and listening for a car.

“You left your telescope?” He slowed and took the next exit.

“I did. It’s college equipment, and had my department name on the case.”

“And you believed they would track you down using that information?” He didn’t sound convinced about that, but he didn’t know the whole story. He took a right on the highway, then a quick left behind a closed restaurant where he parked. They waited, watching for cars following, and after a few minutes, Rex shifted in his seat. “Let me take a look at the footage. And tell me why you think they could identify you from just that? Couldn’t you have been another teacher, or a student?”

She liked how thorough he was about their safety, and especially how he appeared to believe her now. She pulled out the camera, a little digital thing with a two-inch display, and started the video playing. “It’s dark.” Handing the camera to him, she watched as he squinted at the screen.

“And small.” He watched the video, shaking his head at the part where she’d jerked the telescope when the shooter had lifted his gun. As her gasp and scream came from the speaker, Rex opened his eyes wide.

The video ended and she knew, from the dozen times she’d watched it, the telescope wasn’t focused in the right place to show the shot or the man falling dead. She’d messed that up damn well perfectly. Would he still believe she’d witnessed a murder?

“We’ve got to get this video to someone who can analyze it.” Rex handed the camera back to her. “I didn’t see the gun or the aftermath, but maybe a sound tech could pick up the shot.”

“I’ve taken care of that.”

His head turned so fast to look at her, she heard a snap in his neck.

She’d respond to the easy question first. “About the telescope, we’re a small department with few women professors, and my photo is online. I don’t look like any of the other female teachers.” She closed her eyes. Now would be the time for her to admit she knew one of the men, but if Rex knew why she’d been there that night, he would not be going to these extremes to save her. She needed to be safe first, then honest.

“What about students? There have to be a lot of students who—”

“I thought of that too, on my way home that night.” She’d thrown her bike in the back of her pickup and had raced to her apartment just off campus, knowing he would have recognized her immediately. “I grabbed a few things and left, just in case, hid out at a friend’s place. The next morning, my landlord called, saying my apartment had been broken into, then the head of my department called and requested a meeting with me in his office.”

“And that was unusual?” He gave her a level look. “The meeting, not the break-in.”

Mina couldn’t tell if he was trying to be funny, or was just intent on clarifying his question. Either way, he was kind of funny. “My department head sounded strange, so I asked if it was about the telescope. He stammered for a few seconds, muted the phone, then came back and said it was about scheduling.”

“And that was unusual?”

“Yes, very. I knew they were there.” That cold dread that had made her heart stutter back then washed through her again. “I knew I had to run.”

He handed her the camera. “So you sank your phone, took cash from an ATM, and grabbed a taxi to the bus station. You took a bus to Fort Worth, and jumped on a shuttle headed for the Bing River Ranch, signed up for a turkey hunt, then disappeared that night.” He drank half his coffee in one shot.

“You knew all that?” Impressed and frightened at the same time, she felt justified in her paranoid belief that hiding on the remote ranch was not enough to keep her safe. What he didn’t know was the part where she’d taken rusty scissors and chopped off her long, thick red hair, cutting it into little pieces and flushing it down the toilet.

And where she’d snuck into the ranch’s kitchen and taken bread and cheese and a few bottles of water to keep her alive until she figured out where she was going next.

“That’s where we lost you.” Rex pulled back onto the highway.

Mina stayed quiet for a while, and closed her eyes. What if she hadn’t run? She rubbed her hand on her belly, nerves making the contents of her stomach feel like a heavy weight. They would have found her. As it was, they’d seen Rex’s report and were now looking for her in the Fort Worth area, and that was too close.

“Do you need me to pull over?”

She shook her head without opening her eyes. “I’m fine, for now.”

He checked his watch. “If you need a break, we’ve got a couple hours if you want to sleep a while.”

She snuggled down into the soft seat, and looked at his strong profile. His concern warmed her, but she couldn’t get too complacent. “I’ll finish my story, then if you have questions…”

His gaze shot to hers. “If?” He snorted. “Yeah, I’ve got a few questions for you, Doctor. Like, what did you do with the footage on the camera, and how did you get from the ranch to my house, and how the hell did you know where I lived?”


Chapter Three
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“Oh, right. The camera.” That was the most important part of this, and she’d skimmed right over it. Not enough sleep and too much fear didn’t make for much brain activity. She adjusted her seatbelt and turned toward Rex, wanting to see his reaction to her next statement.

“I saved the video from the memory card onto the camera.”

He nodded. “And the memory card?”

He wasn’t going to like this. “I went to a shipping store and had them send it by courier…to the governor.”

“To the…” His brows drew down. “Why the governor?”

“I didn’t know who else would take it seriously. Who would actually do something about it and not destroy it to protect someone in their department.”

He whistled, low and slow. “I want to call my partner and have him check on that.”

“No.” She sat up. “No one can be trusted.”

He tipped his head. “Except me? How do you know I’m not taking you out into the hills to…”

She smiled. He couldn’t even say it. “Kill me? Or were you going to say, hunt turkeys?”

A short groan came from him and he sucked down more coffee.

“I did some research online at a library in Fort Worth, using…a friend’s login. Someone who has higher clearance level than I do.”

“You’re a government employee. That’s how you found me.” He sounded angry.

“Desperation and self-preservation. I won’t apologize.”

He drove, silent and frowning, for a couple miles. “Okay, it’s all starting to fit together. You left the ranch and got to the city by…?”

“Hitchhiking. Wearing a blonde wig.”

“Dangerous.” His hand tightened on the wheel. “Do you know how many hitchhikers disappear every—”

“No, but again, desperation.” He wanted to lecture her? “I could have stolen a car from the ranch, but that would have led to more police involvement. As it was, I ran more miles than I’ve ever run in marathons.”

“Okay.” He held his hands up in surrender. “As long as you never do it again.”

She drew an X over her heart with her finger. “Promise.”

“Yeah, right.” He let out a humorless laugh. “So, now I have questions.”

Mina picked up her cup of tea, holding it in both hands, drawing warmth into her bloodstream and strength into her spirit. “Shoot.”

He tapped the grip of his gun. “Don’t tempt me.”
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Rex asked his questions, and Mina answered, sounding honest, but something just wasn’t adding up. He couldn’t get a fix on what, though, so he started asking the same questions in different ways, hoping to get a glimpse of something shifting. She stayed true to her original statement.

He plugged in his phone to charge it, and talked into it, recording a few things that sat heavy on his mind. He was dead tired, and didn’t trust that he’d remember everything once he got to Wild Oak.

The sound of her breathing reached him, slow and steady, and he glanced over to see her asleep. Crazy woman. She’d risked her life to get away, then decided to trust him. Feeling the incredible weight of that responsibility, he grudgingly acknowledged she’d probably done the only thing she could have, in her desperate state. There was no way he’d let her get hurt on his watch.

He went over the things she’d said happened five nights ago. There’d been no reports of a murder or even a shooting in the area of the school. No unidentified bodies had shown up, either. Whoever had done this had taken the evidence with them.

An hour later, when he finally pulled onto the gravel driveway to the ranch, he stopped and waited to see if any vehicles passed by. The rising sun tinted the eastern sky orange. He missed this place. He hadn’t counted on how much. But his job kept him in the city, for now. Once he had enough experience in this position, he’d try for a job closer to the ranch. It wouldn’t be as a big-city detective, but that would be just fine with him.

After all the things he’d seen go down, and after hearing what Mina said she had witnessed, a quieter, less-intense job was looking better and better.

After five minutes with no activity on the road, he drove along the quarter-mile stretch toward the ranch building. Fences bordered both sides, and here and there, the cattle grazed on the fresh spring grass. The urge to jump on a horse and ride out across the acres of land nearly sidelined him.

At the end of the driveway, the old two-story white house stood strong, but looked like it needed paint. He’d have to see to that this summer.

Lower in the valley, the creek cut a winding path, and the buildings and barns looked deserted. They hadn’t had a foreman here in over a decade. One of the neighbors sent a ranch hand over to handle the daily chores, charging them a ridiculously reduced fee as a way of honoring Bennet’s contribution to the community during his years as sheriff.

Rex and Bennet hired more help only when they needed it, but the herd grew smaller every year from the lack of attention. His detective’s salary covered the costs but gave him very little more to live on, much less make improvements on the ranch.

Rex slowed and stopped in front of the house, and slid out of the truck, leaving Mina sleeping. Pretty, like a naughty angel with that messy red hair all sticking up and uneven. Naughty angel? He shook his head. “Get that shit out of your thoughts.”

He stepped up onto the porch, avoiding the long ramp that had been built to accommodate a medical walker. The inside door stood open, so he knocked on the screen door.

“Come on in,” Bennet Cader’s voice called. “You own the place, so you don’t need to knock.”

The voice made Rex smile. He stepped inside and spotted Bennet pushing his walker toward him, the brown slippers Rex had given him for his birthday sliding along the linoleum floor. Only in his early sixties, the man had succumbed to a degenerative disease that kept him unsteady and weak.

“Good to see you, boy.” Bennet’s voice shook a bit, but his smile lit his craggy face. Tall and rail-thin, the man’s flannel shirt and jeans hung on him. He’d lost weight.

“Bennet.” Rex took the man in a hug and patted his back. “How are you doing?”

Pulling back and giving Rex a grin, the older man nodded, fast and excited. “Better, now that you’re here. What’s the occasion? Ain’t my birthday again, is it?”

“I brought someone. Sleeping in the truck, now.” He gestured toward the front door. “But it’s work this time.”

Bennet glanced out the door. “Work?” He wheeled himself past the kitchen table. “Sit, and I’ll make coffee while you tell me the story.”

Rex wouldn’t dare offer to do it for him. The man had his pride. He took a seat and a deep breath. “She’s a missing person.”

Bennet turned, raising an eyebrow. “Why are you handling this, and not the sheriff’s department?” The man had been the county sheriff for twenty years before his health forced him to retire. He was the reason Rex had joined the police force and become a detective. That, and the prospect of incarcerating criminals like the one who’d shattered Rex’s world when he was a kid.

“Rex?” Bennet hadn’t moved.

“She’s from Austin, disappeared there, and somehow this landed on us.” Rex had thought it strange when the request had first crossed his desk. His partner had, too, but then a few days later, Sontag had gone at the case with a gusto the veteran hadn’t shown for very many cases. “I haven’t reported that I’ve found her yet.”

Now Bennet’s other brow shot up. “Not standard procedure. You got a reason for this?”

“She doesn’t trust the police. She claims they shot a man by the university, with not just one police department involved, but possibly two or more.”

“Yeah?” Bennet turned back and worked on the coffee.

Rex could almost hear the gears turning in his mentor’s head, and would give him time to process. He walked into the living room, which used to be the dining room. They’d moved all the furniture in this room and turned the old living room into Bennet’s bedroom when he couldn’t make the stairs any more.

The television Rex had given him the Christmas before had all the right cords and cables to hook up her camera. “She has it on video, the shooting. Well, most of it.” If she’d just kept the telescope steady, he wouldn’t be having these doubts surfacing.

“Let’s take a look.” Bennet stood behind him. The guy could sneak up on anyone, walker or no walker. He was a consummate law professional.

“If she’s not awake in an hour, I’ll go get her.” He looked out toward his truck. How had she just happened to be in the wrong place at the right time? In his experience, coincidences usually turned out to be nothing at all coincidental.

“Is she pretty?” Bennet wheeled back to the table and sat in his usual chair.

“She’s gorgeous.” Rex got out the cups, sugar, and cream and set everything on the table. “You think I should contact the captain, right?”

“Son, I don’t see this turning out well if you don’t.” Bennet didn’t have to list all the reasons. Rex knew them. He’d be under fire for about a dozen infractions. “But pour me some of that coffee and tell me the whole story, first.”

“You’re gonna love this.” Rex served coffee and told the whole story, including her vomiting and his suspicion Doctor Mina was hiding something.

Bennet nodded. “In my experience, everyone’s hiding something.”

“True.” He’d heard that from the man for years, but in Rex’s case, that didn’t apply. He was an open book, believed in telling the truth, and insisted on it from everyone around him. He stood. “Except for you and me, of course.”

Bennet let out a hoarse laugh. “Yeah. The two exceptions.”

Rex walked through the living room and out the side door to give himself privacy from both his mentor and his missing person. The sun had reached the treetops in the distance, and birds chirped. The scent of spring growth brought him back to his days on the land.

How had he gone so long without coming back here? In the distance, a vulture soared across the sky, circling slowly downward, then breaking off and flapping to gain altitude. He felt that way, some days. Like he was getting close to finding what he was looking for, but just couldn’t seem to grasp it.

Tugging his phone from his pocket, he pushed aside the self-analysis and pressed the button to call his captain.

“Tarrow, where the hell are you?” Sounds of papers being crinkled and things falling to the floor came through the phone.

“I’m gonna need you to get someplace alone, sir. I don’t want anyone to overhear this.”

Silence. “You’re giving me orders?”

“No, sir.” Rex swallowed to clear his voice. The guy somehow always made him nervous. “Confidential information, possibly dealing with police wrongdoing.”

“Ah, shit. Just what I need today.” It sounded like the captain was walking. “Okay. I’m in my office, and my door’s closed. Let me have it.”

Rex told the story, everything he knew, including where he and Mina had ended up.

“You took a missing person to a ranch outside a dot-on-the-map town.” The captain spoke the words slowly and distinctly.

Rex knew that tone, and knew his explanation had better be good. “Sir, she was afraid for her life. I…” He had to swallow again. “I had a choice to make, and I think…” He wished like hell he could take that last word back. “I made the decision based on the intel I had.”

“Tarrow, you’re a rookie detective.” His superior shouted the words. “Why the fuck didn’t you call me at three this morning?”

Good question. “Sir, under the circumstances, I wanted to get the victim to a safe harbor first.” He’d stand by that, and send up prayers that it wouldn’t cost him his badge.

Captain let out a long breath. “And you didn’t trust the safe houses. Yeah, okay. I can see your point, and I’d probably have done the same thing in your situation.”

About three thousand pounds of stress lifted off Rex’s chest.

“But, detective, you will never, and I repeat, never, move a victim or suspect again without my approval. You got that?”

“Yes, sir.” He tried to sound sufficiently humbled, but Rex knew he’d do the exact same thing again, if the bizarre circumstances ever repeated themselves.

“Okay. Here’s what we’re going to do.” The captain outlined a plan where they’d mark the missing person APB closed, show that the doctor was already en route to Austin in a Sheriff’s Department vehicle to divert attention from their department, and he’d contact the governor’s office and Internal Affairs to coordinate the screening of the video on the memory card. Rex would take three “personal days” and hide out with the lost-and-found doctor.

Rex was surprised he wasn’t being called back to the city. “You want me to stay here? Or move around?”

“Stay put, detective. I’ll be the only one who knows where you are. I’ll tell your partner that you had a family emergency.”

Rex trusted his captain, but with Mina’s life? And his? He’d have to, but he’d take out a little extra insurance. “Yes, sir.”

“And Tarrow…” The other man cleared his throat. “Good work finding her. Or…letting her find you.”

Rex almost laughed. “Thank you, sir.” He ended the call and pulled up the contact for his friend Treven Arnett. The volunteer firefighter owned the next ranch over.

“Rex, hey buddy!” Treven was one of the happiest men he knew, but then, the lucky skunk had it all.

“Trev, man, I’m gonna need your help.” After apprising him of the circumstances, they arranged for him to stop by that afternoon. “I’m gonna call Clint, too.” Clint Black owned a small ranch in the area, and worked as a paramedic for their local fire department.

“Good plan. See you in a few.” Treven ended the call, and Rex contacted Clint, then stepped back into the house. The decadent smell of bacon cooking made his belly rumble.

In the kitchen, Mina stood at the stove, pans of hash browns, bacon, and eggs giving off steam. She turned at the sound of his footsteps. “Hi. Mr. Cader was kind—”

“Bennet.” The old guy sat at the table, smiling wide. Doctor Mina had evidently charmed him, too.

Too? What was he thinking? The woman was not doing anything like charming Rex. Hell, no.

She smiled at Bennet. “Sorry. Bennet okayed my making breakfast for all of us, as long as I made bacon, too.”

Rex nodded. She was a vegetarian, but the old sheriff had talked her into cooking pork? Shit, maybe Bennet had done the charming here. He sat at the table. “Doctor, I called my chief.”

The spatula dropped out of her hand, landing on the potatoes. She turned, her brows dropping. “Why? We can’t trust anyone.”

Rex held up a hand. “This man, I trust. He understands the situation and is covering for me, handling things with the governor’s office, and wants us to stay put.” He looked at Bennet. “If that’s all right with you.”

“Hell, yeah.” He tipped his head to Mina. “Excuse the language, ma’am.” He sat back and sipped his coffee. “You own the place, how can I kick you out?”

Rex caught Mina’s puzzled look, but wasn’t ready to explain that whole dynamic.

“You got something else, son?” Bennet watched Rex’s face.

“Yeah. Treven and Clint will be here this afternoon.”

Mina turned to face him fully. “Detective, how many people have you told about me?”

Rex stood and walked to the stove, picked up the sizzling pan of bacon, and brought it to the sink, straining off the fat into a tin can. “Just people I trust.” He gestured to the stove. “Now get those eggs off before they turn black.”

They made three plates of food, added a basket of biscuits, and sat at the table, Mina with tea, the men with cups of strong, black coffee.

“Bennet, here, he’s a long-time lawman. Sheriff for a couple decades. My friends who’re coming this afternoon? I’ve known them since we were kids, and trust them with my life.” He looked deep into Mina’s pretty blue eyes. “And with your life.” The men detailed the plan they’d devised to keep her safe—keep everyone on the ranch safe—from any unlikely attack.

Rex watched Mina’s face grow less tense, her body relaxing as he went over dozens of scenarios and how they would handle them, including hiding her in the root cellar, which was their term for the secret space under the floor in Bennet’s bedroom, concealed by a rug. Her brows shot up at that, and she looked at Bennet.

“A man can’t be too careful.” Bennet winked at her, then his brows dropped. “Rex is a man I’d trust with my life. Me? I may look used up, but I’m still the best shot in the county, despite the years I’ve spent in retirement.” He wrapped a hand around his coffee cup. “We’ll do everything to keep you safe, Mina. Swear on a Bible.”

The doctor blinked a few times, then glanced at Rex. “I appreciate that, and I’m honored that you both are willing to do this for me.”

Rex wanted to comfort her, to reassure her that nothing would happen, but despite everything in place back at their office in Fort Worth, something could slip between the cracks and come pouring down on their heads.

He liked her, valued her bravery and tenacity, but had to keep her sharp, and ready for anything.

He pointed to her plate of eggs and potatoes. “Now eat up, and I’ll show you where you can get some rest.”

She nodded. “I’m sorry I overreacted. I’ve put my life in your hands, and I need to trust that I chose wisely, that you are taking this seriously, and would not jeopardize my safety by involving anyone untrustworthy.” She reached out and laid her hand on his forearm. “Thank you.”

The touch sent tremors of awareness through him, like pings of a sonar reverberating through him. He eased his arm out from under her palm. “Ma’am, I’ll do my best.”

He glanced at Bennet, who had that smarmy grin on his face again.

Rex narrowed his eyes. “Eat.” He pointed to the man’s plate. “Everyone, just eat.”
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Mina’s hand burned from touching Rex. The cop did something to her, and it wasn’t at all unpleasant. If circumstances were different… Crap, who was she fooling? She barely made time for friends in her busy schedule, much less men. Her job kept her occupied year-round, and she liked it that way.

The men she’d made space for in her life had disappointed her so badly, she could only feel aversion when guys approached her for a date. But not Rex. He was hot and serious, and even more smart and sexy. They would be stuck here on the ranch for at least three days, and longer, if the suspects in the video weren’t identified and caught.

She looked out the window. The cloudless blue sky and bright sunshine came as the best gift she’d ever received. Living one minute at a time had been her motto for the last five days, and if she were to be completely honest with herself, she may not live to see another night sky.

Things could go really bad now that his captain had been brought into this, but if Rex said he trusted the man, she had to rely on his instincts. He and Bennet were preparing for the worst, and that gave her hope, more than anything else. The thought of being banished to a dark, musty room under the floor…that was not appealing, but she’d go down into it if they asked her to.

She picked at her food for a few seconds, then started eating. She needed her strength to face whatever was coming their way, even if it was just being vigilant and prepared for anything.

Next to her, Rex ate slowly, his manners impeccable. As if he’d been raised with a great deal of care and respect. He was funny, smart, and serious about his responsibilities. Mina sighed. The forecast for her life expectancy had changed for the better when she’d chosen to place herself in Detective Rex Tarrow’s capable hands.


Chapter Four
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Mina, Rex, and Bennet watched the video she’d taken of the shooting. The faces of the men were much clearer on the large screen, but it would take a digital specialist to make them fully recognizable.

They discussed it, Bennet asking insightful questions, and Rex recording everything they said.

She answered the questions honestly, skirting the ones about her having any knowledge of the identities of the men and why she’d chosen that spot to use her telescope. As soon as they heard that the shooters had been identified, she’d tell Rex everything, and explain why she’d withheld information. Information that could make this case a lot easier to solve.

After the men ran out of questions, Rex took her upstairs, where four big bedrooms sat fully furnished, the beds made. “Bennet has no family?” She whispered the words to Rex.

He paused a moment. “Blood family, not worth talking about.”

“Blood family?” She didn’t understand why he’d said it that way.

He pointed down the hall. “The bathroom has new toothbrushes and stuff. I’ll be across the hall.” Rex stepped into a room. “Yell if you need anything.” He swung the door, putting a barrier between them, but leaving it open a foot or so.

“Thanks.” He must come here often. She set down her bag and went to scrape a morning’s worth of yuck off her teeth.
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Two hours later, Mina woke in her bed upstairs, startled awake by the dream she’d been having. Running, running, panting, sweating, fear. Her heart raced like wild horses across the prairie.

Mumbling sounded from across the hall. Was Rex on the phone?

The sound of a motor came from somewhere. She sat upright, listening. Did he hear it, too?

As silently as possible on the old hardwood floors, she made her way to his room and pushed open the door.

Rex lay on his back, fully clothed except for no boots on his stocking feet. His eyes were closed, and he jerked a couple of times then went silent. Was he having a nightmare, too?

She listened again, no longer hearing the motor.

He’d left the shade up on the window, and she tiptoed over to look outside. Nothing. No movement, no sound. Turning toward Rex, she noticed a scar on his hairline by his temple. His skin looked a shade of tan, almost a honey color. It didn’t look like he’d been tanning, either. What nationality was he? She had a lot of questions for him, after talking with Bennet.

Rex had told her Bennet was his ex-father-in-law, but hadn’t shared anything else, and there was no way she would be able to out-fox a sheriff for information, so that avenue was closed.

His hands jerked and fisted, then he went still again.

How should she wake him? Mina crept toward the bed and eased onto the mattress. It barely moved with her weight.

“What are you doing?” Rex’s voice came out gravelly.

“I’m…I heard a noise. A motor.”

He grunted and moved closer to the far edge of the bed, away from her. “Bennet is on his four-wheeler. He’s got a shotgun and a pistol with him.”

The screen door downstairs slapped shut and the sounds of Bennet wheeling his walker through the kitchen reached them.

Relief washed through her. “But what if he’s been compromised, took money to turn me in?” She smiled at the unlikely scenario.

Rex angled up, resting on his bent arm. His dark eyes looked sleepy as he stared at her. “You think we wouldn’t hear him clomping up the steps with that walker?”

She giggled, actually giggled, at the visual. “You’re saying I’m being paranoid?”

He looked too serious. “Sorry, Doctor. I’m not makin’ light of your worries. Not after all you’ve been through. But I’ve known Bennet since I was—”

Something shimmied soft and warm inside her. She was in bed with the hottest, most capable man she’d ever met. Her hero. And she liked him. His lips kept moving, voicing the reasons why she could trust both of them, as well as his captain and his two neighbors. The words flowed over her, his voice low and sexy with intimacy.

Intimacy? How had her mind slid to that tempting topic? Would he be offended if she suggested they spend their time on the ranch…together? Like, extremely close together?

“Mina?” He waited, watching her closely.

Had he asked her something? Or was he keying in to her mood? Her breath came faster, her eyes felt heavy-lidded as she imagined being in his arms, held tight by those strong muscles of his, kissed by his firm lips. She wiggled a little. Would he push her down into the mattress, taking top position? Or would he pull her on top of him, letting her ride him?

Deep in her belly, warmth spread, encompassing her core, swelling in her breasts until her nipples tingled and tightened.

His gaze dropped to her chest for just a second, then locked with her eyes, a little wrinkle forming between his brows.

Rex was the type of man she would wander up to in a bar, or smile at in a coffee shop, or get closer to at a college football game, even without knowing his personality. But add his exceptionally brave and intelligent persona to the mix, and he was suddenly a man she’d want to spend a lot more time with.

Was she being reactionary, wanting to grab onto him and flirt her way into his embrace? Or was this something real and important, something she should not let slip through her fingers?

There was only one way to find out. She took a deep breath.

Mina pushed up on one arm, wrapped her hand around Rex’s strong, thick neck, and pressed her lips against his. He froze for a second, but she used her lips on his like a caress, softly tasting with her tongue and moaning with the warmth of desire that made her a little woozy.

The bed dipped and he wrapped his arm around her waist, turning her so she lay on her back, throwing his hard, heavy leg over hers. “You sure?” He didn’t wait for an answer before moving in and kissing her, his lips firm, encompassing all of hers, molding her to fit his, then his tongue drew a line between her lips.

“I’m sure.” She squealed as her belly tightened and her breasts tickled with need. She hadn’t felt this kind of physical attraction since… Since never. This was spicy and new and wild as the edge of the universe.

“Mina.” The whisper from his lips blew into her mouth like a prayer. He ran his tongue along hers, slowly and reverently. Then he stroked with exuberance and speed that literally sucked her breath away. “Doc, you taste like pure heaven.”

Glad she’d brushed and used mouthwash, she groaned back, “You taste like pure indulgence.” That kiss confirmed a strong physical connection on top of the emotional one she was already experiencing.

He backed away, his gaze searching hers, then he pulled his hand from her and rolled off the bed like it had caught on fire. He looked over his shoulder at her.

The room grew cooler, suddenly. Why was he standing there? Hadn’t he felt the same, amazing moment between them?

“Rex.” She shouldn’t have used the word indulgence. It sounded so…guilty. “We’re both adults, we’re consenting. Neither of us is involved with…” She sat up, icy cold, now, with the direction of her thoughts. “You’re not married, or engaged, or dating someone, right?”

He shook his head. “No, but this indulgence is not a good idea. You’re under my watch, and I’m sworn to protect you.”

She took hope from the fact he was still in the room. “What if we just close the door and pretend we’re two people who feel attracted to each other, and want to spend a few days exploring that magnetism?” That sounded reasonable, right? And not too…desperate?

“Who says I’m attracted to you?” He rubbed his forehead. “Mina…Doctor, I can’t just pretend I’m not on the clock. Please, just…go back to your room.”

She had never been the type to chase a man who didn’t want to be caught, and especially not a woman to try to lure one into bed when he was unwilling, but things were different today, and probably would be for the rest of her life—however long that ended up being. Somehow, the combination of her tenuous situation and Rex’s perfect body and mind, plus his remarkable character, had unleashed something inside her. Like super powers she’d bottled up all her adult life, and now wanted to let loose on the world.

She took a breath and worked up her courage. “I want to be in your bed, Rex.” She let her voice drop low and sexy as she could manage.

He didn’t move for long seconds.

Was he trying to decide? Trying to overcome his overzealous sense of duty and give in to the needs of the man behind the badge? “Fine.” He grabbed his gun, wallet, and boots. “You can have it.” He walked out of the room, then down the stairs.

Her mouth dropped open. Staring at the doorway, she could only blink. How had she mucked that up so badly? Sexual super powers? Not quite. Rolling out of the warm bed, she tiptoed out the door and down the hall to the top of the steps.

“…because you need to explain what that means, she chased you out.” Bennet’s voice sounded over his television program.

“Just watch your gameshow, old man. Let me get some goddamn sleep.” Rex must be stretched out on the couch.

The volume of the TV decreased and Bennet chuckled softly.

She trudged back to her assigned room and willed herself to fall asleep as she focused on making her dreams feature a dark-eyed lover who would have her writhing and popping like fireworks in a starless sky.


Chapter Five
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Rex woke when a truck pulled up outside. Bennet stood on the porch, one hand on his walker, the other on a double-barrel shotgun. The older man nodded to Treven as he got out of his vehicle.

Bennet came inside. “Brought his wife with.”

Rex nodded. “The two of them are inseparable.” Since their wedding six months before, they’d holed up at their ranch whenever she wasn’t traveling with her job. Rex hadn’t even considered asking his buddy to leave his better half at home. He stood as they walked in the door.

Treven hung his cowboy hat on a peg, and Delta, Treven’s wife, had a smile and a hug for Rex. She looked at Rex with her awesome eyes—one blue, one green, and brushed her long, brown bangs off her forehead. “We haven’t seen enough of you lately.”

Rex nodded toward Treven. “He treating you okay?”

Treven strolled up and shook Rex’s hand, and the men leaned forward for a guy-hug, pat on the back.

“Anyone want coffee? A beer?” Bennet wheeled around in the kitchen and surprised Rex by setting a platter of sandwiches covered in plastic wrap on the table.

The three of them wandered into the kitchen and helped Bennet set out coffee, beer, and brownies in a plastic container with the name of a local woman written carefully on one side.

“So, Miss Lilly’s makin’ you sweets now, huh?” Treven winked one of his deep green eyes and reached for a brownie. His auburn hair had grown longer than Rex had ever seen it. Must be Delta’s doing. Loosening up the headstrong cowboy.

Bennet gave that wide grin of his. “Half the ladies in the county bring me things. You’d think me bein’ all crippled would keep ’em away, but nope.” He winked at Delta. “Seems they’re only interested in my mind.” The old sheriff liked to tease her. A whole lot.

Her eyes opened wide and a blush stained her cheeks. “That’s probably true, but a woman knows when a man is capable of giving her…” She winked back at Bennet. “What she needs.”

Bennet’s mouth dropped open, and Rex and Treven let loose with big laughs. Delta could hold her own against any man.

Footsteps sounded behind them. “Hi.” Mina’s sweet voice came softly to his ears. That kiss, lawd on high, he didn’t even want to look at her. If he did, he couldn’t be responsible for his body’s reaction. He’d been sleeping when she’d crawled in bed with him, sure, but his response to her was rocketfire, and like nothing he’d experienced before. Ever. How would he last three days here with her…and keep his hands off her?

Bennet and Treven stood, Rex followed suit, and Mina walked up to the empty chair Bennet pulled away from the table for her.

“Well, if Detective Rex isn’t going to do the honors…” Bennet scowled at him. “Doctor Mina Cooper, let me introduce you to Mrs. Delta Pennington Arnett.”

Delta held out her hand and Mina took it. “You look familiar. Have we met?”

Bennet snorted. “Delta Pennington. Her face is all over the television.”

Mina cocked her head. “You’re…an actress?”

Delta shook her head. “Don’t listen to this crazy man. I’m a racecar driver, and I do ads on TV for motor oil and I have a foundation for injured firefighters.”

“That’s amazing.” Mina sounded excited. “I’d love to hear more about all of that.”

Treven cleared his throat. “I’m Mr. Pennington…uh…I mean, Delta’s husband, Treven.”

Mina shook his hand. “Mr. Arnett, I’m impressed by how well you’ve adjusted to your wife’s celebrity.”

Treven wrapped his arm around Delta. “She’s worth all the extra work.”

Delta elbowed him softly. “I’m no work at all, don’t listen to him.” She gestured to a duffle bag in the corner of the kitchen. “I hope you don’t mind, but I brought you a few things that I thought you could use, since, well, you can’t exactly run to town for a change of clothes.”

“Thank you.” Mina blinked a few times. “You’re so kind.” She looked at Treven and Bennet. “All of you. To help me this way, I’m grateful.” She avoided Rex’s gaze completely.

“Hup. Company.” Bennet looked at Rex and pointed out the door. The man had ears like a rabbit.

Rex ran and grabbed the shotgun then peered out through the screen door. The familiar red lift-kit truck rolled down the driveway. “Looks like Clint.” He didn’t relax until the truck came to a stop and he saw his friend, with his short, spiky, white hair, walking toward the house wearing dark aviator glasses.

“Hey.” Clint opened the screen door and walked in.

“Thanks for coming.” Rex shook his hand and set down the gun as Clint took off his glasses.

“Hey.” The man nodded, then strode toward Mina. He held out his hand. “You must be the fugitive.” He grinned, and gave her a look with his light-blue eyes, one that Rex had seen melt many women’s resolve. “Rex didn’t mention how beautiful you were.”

Mina held back a smile. “You must be the paramedic.” She glanced out the door. “Rex didn’t mention your…big truck.”

Bennet and Treven laughed, and Delta looked like she wanted to give Mina a fist bump.

Clint released her hand, not looking as cocky as he had a few seconds ago.

“Have a seat.” Rex went to the refrigerator. “Beer?”

Clint hung his sunglasses from the back collar of his T-shirt, and sat. “Yeah, I could use one after that conversation.”

A gush of relief had flowed through Rex when Mina had cut Clint off at the knees. What had he been feeling before that, when Clint was holding her hand? Couldn’t have been jealousy, could it? He shook off that thought and got down to business.

“We’re going to set up a schedule to cover the hours when the people looking for Doctor Cooper would most likely come to the ranch.” He pulled out a piece of paper and a pen. “Between dusk and dawn.” He drew lines. “We’ll have two people outside, one inside. During the day, Bennet and I will be able to handle it.”

Mina’s brow crinkled. “Is this necessary?”

“Yes.” Treven and Bennet chorused.

“Best to be safe.” Clint pulled out his phone and typed.

“I think it’s a good idea.” Delta leaned close to her husband. “I can come with you to help protect Mina here inside the—”

“No.” Treven reached out and laced her fingers with his. “You’ll be at home. The fewer people we have to worry about, the better.”

Rex noticed Mina’s gaze shift to the burn scars on Treven’s hand, then quickly look away. Her gaze locked with Rex’s. Heat flooded his body, centering in his groin. There couldn’t be a repeat of this afternoon’s episode in the bedroom.

“I’ll take tonight and tomorrow night.” Clint pointed to Rex’s paper. “I’m on call with the fire department the next night.”

Rex set up the schedule and everyone snacked on sandwiches and brownies while talking about anything and everything, except the thing most on their minds. Mina’s safety.
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Half an hour later, Mina stood at the screen door, watching Rex and his buddies walking around the house, discussing possible blind spots and directions from where trouble could come.

Delta came back from the bathroom. “Feels like I’m in there all the time, now.”

Mina nodded, catching Delta’s vague reference, but concentrating on trying to hear what the guys were saying. Bennet had gone into his room, and loud snores now sounded from that part of the house.

With an elbow nudge, Delta gestured to the porch. “Let’s go sit. Enjoy the afternoon sun.”

They headed outside and sat on two of the old rocking chairs. “It’s so unspoiled here.” Mina didn’t often wish for a different life than the one she had, but after the last few days, she could use an extended vacation. She heard Treven calling to Rex.

Mina watched Delta listen to her husband speak. The woman had a small smile on her lips. “How did you and Treven meet?”

Delta tucked her shoulder-length shag-cut hair behind her ears. “He saved my life.”

Mina crinkled her nose. “Honest?”

“Yep.” Delta held out her hand, palm down. “Did you notice the burns on his hands? I was racing, my car burst into flames, and he pulled me out, but he wasn’t wearing safety equipment.” Wrapping her arms around her middle, she rocked her chair. “He’s a true hero. And so is Rex.”

Mina didn’t know where she was going with that, but she nodded. “I agree.” He’d saved her.

“He’s exceptionally serious.” Delta stared off into the distance. “But he’s faced a lot in his life.”

“Many people who choose crime fighting as a livelihood, do.” He and Bennet had made some references, but she hadn’t wanted to ask personal questions. “He’s been exceptionally decisive and surprisingly kind.” Not nice, really, but understanding of her desperate maneuvers, which was more than she had expected.

Delta looked at Mina out of the corner of her eye. “You like him?”

She wasn’t going to participate in girl talk. “He’s a likeable person, but there’s no room in our situation for enjoying each other’s personality.” Mina sounded stiff, even to her own ears. It was odd, she usually only talked like a professor when she had something to hide. And what had happened upstairs earlier…that was probably something she’d like to keep hidden.

“Yet, your cheeks are bright red.” Delta grinned like a devious toddler.

Bright red, probably due more to guilt than infatuation. Guilt from crawling into bed with the detective and boldly kissing him. She sighed. That kiss. It had shaken her pretty darn good. But how did she feel about him? “I guess I could grow to like him.” Hopefully they’d all live long enough for that to be a possibility. As the sun eased toward the western horizon, her anxiety level increased. What would happen tonight?

Delta reached over and squeezed Mina’s hand once, quickly. “It’ll be okay. These guys know what they’re doing.” The race car driver sat back and breathed deeply, her face going pale.

“Are you okay?” Mina wasn’t sure what to do. “Are you ill?”

Delta shook her head slowly, then a slow, mysterious smile curved her lips. “Not sick.” She glanced Mina’s way and set the palm of her hand on her lower belly. “I haven’t told him yet.”

Mina’s heart thudded. “Congratulations.” Delta and Treven were obviously in love. Deeply. And this baby would be a lovely blessing for them. “I’m so happy for you.” The vision of a very-pregnant Delta behind the wheel of a racecar flashed into Mina’s mind. “How long can you drive your—”

The men came around the side of the porch and Mina pressed her lips shut.

Delta leaned closer. “We’ll talk later.”

Mina nodded, hoping—praying—there would be a later for her.

Clint, with his loose-limbed swagger, leapt up the three steps onto the porch and sat on the chair next to Mina’s. “Looks like I’ll be your company tonight, Miss Mina.”

Treven snorted. “That’s Doctor Mina, redneck.” He held out his hand toward Delta. “Come on, wife. Let’s get you home so I can finish the chores before comin’ back for my graveyard shift.” His eyes went wide. “That didn’t come out too good, did it?”

Delta strolled over to him and down the steps. “You have such a clever way with words.”

They laughed, but Mina caught Rex’s stare. It could be a graveyard for all of them if just one slipup occurred. One overheard conversation at the police station. One person trusting the wrong coworker. She blinked and looked away. She was putting all these people in jeopardy.

“Why the frown, hun?” Clint set his booted ankle on his knee and rocked back in his chair. “You’ve got me here to protect you, and while I’m at it, I’ll keep an eye on Rex and Ben too.” He laughed at his own joke.

“Don’t need that, son.” Bennet’s voice came from behind them. “But, thanks.”

Mina jerked around and spotted him just inside the screen door. Sneaky fellow. Had he heard her and Delta talking about Rex?

“Stay safe.” Delta and Treven left, and Rex came up the steps.

“I’m gonna lay out the ammo.” Rex walked into the house.

Clint stood, blessedly serious, finally. “I’ll bring in my arsenal.”

What would Rex say if she asked him to show her how to shoot a gun?
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Hours later, Rex patted his full stomach. Mina was good in the kitchen. Really good. Clint had gone out of his way to compliment her, but Rex could see that the doctor wasn’t falling for the other man’s bad boy charm.

Rex had spent the afternoon cleaning, loading, and positioning weapons at points around the house, with spare ammo close by. Clint and Bennet helped, but spent more time arguing over the best manufacturer of pistols, rifles, and shotguns than working on them.

Mina asked if she could try shooting a gun, but Bennet and Rex had talked her out of it. They were well covered with Rex and Bennet’s lawman skills, and Clint was a deadeye trap shooter. After that, she had paced until Bennet politely suggested she get her mind off things by cooking up something for supper.

The white kitchen walls turned a soft orange as the sun hugged the horizon.

“Miss Mina.” Clint stood. “Would you care to go for a stroll?”

“No.” The word shot out of Rex like hot lead out of a forty-five.

Everyone looked at him, frozen in place.

“Too dangerous.” He grabbed his plate and Mina’s and walked to the dishwasher.

“Probably right.” Bennet worked a toothpick through his teeth. “Maybe you two should go on into the parlor and work on that jigsaw puzzle that’s been half-finished for a month.”

A fork slipped out of Rex’s hand and hit the floor. He picked it up, frustrated with himself for catering to his emotions instead of adhering to the cold details of this case.

The sound of a chair pushing back from the table grated on his nerves. He needed to focus, or things would start slipping. He needed to be on point.

“Mina.” Clint helped her with an elbow on her arm. “It’d be my pleasure to give the ol’ jigsaw puzzle a spin with you.”

She laughed softly. “Rex? Bennet? Would you like to join us?”

Rex shook his head. “I’m gonna take a look around, check on things.”

“I’ll go with him.” Bennet stood and balanced on his walker.

“Suit yourselves.” Clint led Mina to the small room off the far side of the living room, where Bennet entertained visitors of the female persuasion.

“Leave the dishes.” Bennet stuck a pistol in the holster on his walker and made tracks out the screen door, across the porch, and down the long ramp that covered half the width of the steps.

Rex picked up a rifle and jogged to catch up. “What’s your hurry?”

“Son, if you like the pretty doctor, why don’t you do something about it?” Bennet stopped in the middle of the patchy grass yard and pointed a finger at Rex. “Since you got divorced from my daughter, you’ve been living like a monk. She’s moved on.” He tipped his head down for just a second. “Moved on so good, you’d think she’d never had a father in the first place.”

Rex kicked a clod of dirt. Even though Bennet was Aletha’s stepfather, he’d been the one who’d raised her from a baby until her momma moved on to Aletha’s next stepfather when her daughter was just nine. “That’s mostly my fault, now that she has no chance of getting her hands on the ranch.” Damn, he hadn’t meant to say it so bluntly. “Sorry.”

“No, Rex. I know how calculating and greedy she is.” The old man patted Rex on the shoulder. “Wish I’d seen it in her before you two got involved.”

Rex slashed a hand through the air. “Old news. We’ve got more critical worries.” He nodded once toward the barn. “Should we lock that up?”

“Probably a good plan.” Bennet wheeled toward the old wood building. “When this is over, though, I’d encourage you to talk with the young doctor. She likes you, and I can see that you’ve taken a shine to her, some.”

Rex stopped. “Old man, why are you playing matchmaker? You don’t know that she likes me any more than you came up with some kind of magic to discern that I like her.”

“Don’t be so sure.” Bennet kept walking.

Rex had to jog to catch up. “What do you mean?”

“I know you, Rex. Known you since you were just a sprout. I’ve seen you getting’ hot and bothered by girls, and Doctor Mina? She’s mighty worth you taking the time to get to know.”

Rex couldn’t argue with that. Not with any of it. Mina was incredibly witty and had to be intelligent to hold down the job she had. That didn’t even cover her physical attributes, which he’d had the pleasure of exploring in his bed earlier that afternoon. And Bennet thought she liked Rex?

“Presuming for a minute that you are right, and I do like her a little, what makes you think she feels the same?”

Bennet stopped and turned, his big ol’ smile wide across his face. “I oiled the wheels on my walker after my nap this afternoon.” He laughed. “The girls didn’t hear me sneak up to listen in on their lady-talk.”

“Jeez.” Rex just shook his head. The man had no concern for privacy after all his years in the sheriff’s department. Rex glanced back at the house, then at Bennet. “So you heard her say she likes me?”

The old man chuckled as he wheeled to the barn door. “Son, you are in big, big trouble with that young lady. As big as it gets.”

So much for keeping his focus sharp. Rex gripped the shotgun tight in his hands to remind him of what was important as he yanked open the barn door and got back to his police work.


Chapter Six
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The next morning, Mina jerked awake. The sun had reached a sixty degree angle already. She’d barely slept during the night, listening to Rex and Clint patrolling, talking quietly with Bennet, and taking turns coming upstairs to sleep.

She sat up and looked out her window. She could see beautiful green pastures spreading for acres and acres. A small river flowing in a random path across the land. Off in the distance, a patch of brown and white moved. She guessed it was the cattle.

She hadn’t been on a ranch in years, since a department retreat to “get away from the city.” That night sky had been amazing, but the rest of it—horseback riding and other cowboy pursuits—had been more comical than restful for the group of academics.

She checked the other bedrooms, which were empty, then showered quickly and dressed in Delta’s jeans that were too short and wide. The other woman had sent along a belt, which helped. Pulling on a soft tank top, she dug through the duffle bag and found a gray hoodie. Nice lady, that Delta. During the night, Mina had automatically reached for her smart phone to search for information on the racecar driver, forgetting that her access to technology now resided at the bottom of the river.

She stepped quietly down to the lower level, not hearing voices.

Bennet roused in his chair. “G’mornin’.”

“Good morning. How are you?” The man looked a little gray around the edges.

“I’m just fine. How about you, Doctor?”

“Please, it’s Mina. And I’m well-rested, which is a surprise. Considering.”

“Yep.” He pointed to the kitchen. “Coffee’s on.”

She wandered toward the room. Clint’s truck was gone. “Rex?”

“He’s in the barn, tending to his horse.”

She stopped walking, and turned. “He has a horse?”

“Yep.” Bennet stood, slowly, and with lots of pops and snaps coming from various joints. “I suggested he take you for a ride, get the both of you away from here for a while.” He rolled into the kitchen and plucked a cloth bag out of the refrigerator. “Packed you a lunch, so you can stay gone for a while.”

Mina hadn’t moved. Why would Bennet suggest they ride out and picnic…? “You overheard my conversation with Delta yesterday?”

Bennet had the grace to look a little sheepish. “I did, not on purpose, but it comes naturally to me.” One side of his mouth curved up, as if the small lie didn’t sit well. He picked up his walker and set it down firmly. “Rex is a good man. A skilled detective, honest, and has a big heart that got crushed one too many times by the woman I’m ashamed to call my daughter.”

Mina’s throat clogged with emotion.

He stood a little taller. “You’d do well to find a future with him, even if it’s just a short one. But Mina, honey, he’s got a lot of pride.”

Her lips curved up. “I’ve noticed.”

A short bark of laughter came out of the old sheriff. “Not hard to discern.” He let his head drop. “Just give him a chance, be honest with him, and let him see you’re not out to hurt him.”

Her stomach rolled a little at the “honest” part, but she had good reason for that. Didn’t she? Picking up the bag, she had to carry the heavy thing in two hands. “How many meals did you pack in here?” She eased out the screen door.

Bennet grunted. “Enough for a nice, long afternoon.” He chuckled as he wandered back into the living room.

The springy grass under her feet lifted her heart. The warm sun on her back gave her hope. The sound of Rex’s voice talking to his horse around the side of the barn gave her happy tingles. This was a man of quality, and Bennet was right. It was worth the effort to crack open his pride and see if there was more to their mutual attraction than just…sex.

He stood tall, his feet planted wide as he brushed down a big, big, really big, brown horse with a white mane and tail.

The animal spotted her and nickered.

Rex glanced her way, frowned when he saw the bag in her hands, then went back to work. “You decided to come out of hiding.”

“I think I’ve never slept that well in my life. Thank you for guarding me all night.”

He nodded.

She set down the bag and walked around the front of the horse, holding out her hand. “Who’s this lovely lady?”

“Mmmm.” Rex groaned. “This is my gelding, Merle.”

She laughed, letting the sound ease even more of her stress. “My apologies, sir.” She petted the horse’s long nose. “Why Merle?”

Rex shrugged as he worked. “The guy was…and is…Bennet’s favorite singer. He got the colt for me when I was eight, and I’d never imagined owning anything this awesome. So I gave him a name in honor of Bennet.”

“That’s sweet.” She did the math. “When you were eight?” She waited a few minutes, but he didn’t say more. She’d seen another small house a ways down the river. “Was your dad the foreman here?”

“Nope.” He patted the horse’s side and walked away.

“He’s one of those quiet types, huh?” She ran her hand along the horse’s silky neck. “You’re a handsome one.”

“Thanks.” Rex strolled toward her carrying a small blanket and some leather straps. “Bennet suggested…” He sighed and shook his head. “Would you like to take a ride? We only have one horse, but he can carry us both.”

Her mouth opened, but no thoughts formed in her head. She had not expected to share a horse. But what fun, being that close to Rex. “Sure, I’d love to.” Gesturing to her clothes and running shoes, she grimaced. “This okay?”

“Sure is.” He wore jeans, boots, a flannel shirt, and to make things perfect, he had a cowboy hat on the fencepost behind him.

In minutes they were on Merle’s back, Mina behind Rex, wearing an old seed cap and holding the detective very tightly. He’d snugged a rifle in a holder attached to the saddle, and barely moved a leg to make the horse walk.

She glanced down. “We’re way up in the air.” Even though Merle was just walking, the ground seemed to race by at a dizzying speed. “He’s not going to go for a run, is he?”

Rex laughed, quick and hard, sounding almost rusty. “No. I tell him what to do.” He made a clicking sound with his mouth, moved his legs, and the horse did some kind of jarring trot.

Mina held on tighter. “Okay, I believe you.” Her voice came out in jerks, thanks to the horse’s gait.

He shifted again, and the horse eased back into a walk.

The motion of the ride rubbed her breasts against Rex’s back as they followed the small river—creek, he’d called it—and that, combined with the scent of the detective made her mouth water. Fresh, like soap and musky, like leather, the combination on him struck her as totally masculine. Her nipples puckered, and she groaned.

Easing away a little, she gave herself room to breathe without having X-rated thoughts flashing in her mind. The breeze carried little particles that caught the sun’s light. Spring pollen? Every so often, a bug buzzed by. Nothing here smelled like the asphalt and rot of the city. Instead, it was earthy and sweet, like there was hope and promise in the air.

He cleared his throat. “You asked about the foreman’s house.” He didn’t sound enthused about whatever he was about to tell her.

“You didn’t live there, you said.”

“Well, I did live there.” Rex set his left hand on his thigh and rubbed up and down a few times. “With my wife, Bennet’s step-daughter.”

Mina kept silent. His story would come out at his own pace.

“When I was seven, my family lived on a reservation outside of Houston. Dad was full-blood, but Mom was white, and she hated it there. We were like outsiders, mostly, and Dad…he was a tough man.” Rex used his leg to get Merle to speed up a bit.

Tough man said a lot. Mina had friends growing up whose parents were not parents-of-the-year material.

“There was a fight at a bar, Mom was killed first, and when Dad went after the woman who stabbed her, he died, too.”

Mina hugged him tighter. “I’m sorry, Rex.” She could imagine a little boy, scared and alone, learning his parents had been killed.

He rubbed his palm over her hands where they sat on his belly. “Thanks. It was rough on me, and worse when relatives on the res stepped up and offered to take me in. People who had more or less ignored me my whole life, and were likely just hoping to get control of any insurance money that came to me.”

“That’s so sad.” Her chest ached for the young version of this tough man. No wonder he’d chosen a life of protecting and serving.

“Then my mother’s side of the family came for the funeral. The grandparents I’d never met, and the step-brother my mother had spoken of often.”

“Bennet.”

“Yeah. They hadn’t known about me. Dad hadn’t let Mom…” Rex hauled in an unsteady breath. “Bennet offered to take me back to Wild Oak. He showed me pictures of the land, the herd, but what got me was the barn full of horses.”

“That had to be amazing for you, coming here after living…” She’d seen pictures of the poverty on some reservations.

“It was like I’d won the greatest prize on earth.” He looked around the area. “Still love it here.”

“Bennet mentioned you own the ranch?”

“I do. His step-daughter, Aletha, lived with her mother in Arkansas, and only visited the ranch for a month in the summer. She was a couple of years older than me, but I fell in love that first summer.” He stopped and pointed to his right, where two deer munched on light-green sprouts of grass.

“They’re not afraid of us?”

“We don’t hunt on the land. I’m not sure why, but I suspect Bennet is an old softy who likes to look at wildlife, but not kill it.”

“He’s a nice guy. You were lucky.”

“I was.” Rex shifted and Merle started plodding along again. “Not so lucky to fall for Aletha, though. I’d just come back from a tour of duty overseas, and I was having trouble…readjusting.”

Mina knew about the difficult time many veterans had when they came back home.

“She was here, and I knew better, but I let her into my life because I needed…something.” He rode silently for a few minutes.

“That’s when you married her?”

“After a fake pregnancy. We spent a year trying to make it work before she finally admitted why she’d married me. Seems she was just interested in getting control of the ranch, which Bennet had arranged to be split: half to her, half to me, in his will.”

“She wanted to sell her half?”

“Yeah.” Rex turned the horse to head through a stand of trees. “I’d never touched the money I’d gotten when my parents died, and Bennet had paid me to work the ranch. That, along with my military pay was sitting in the bank. So I gave her almost everything I had. Bennet sold the ranch to me and changed his will, making it iron-clad legal by having her sign away all her rights.”

“It seems like a waste, just to get her out of your lives.” No wonder Rex had such a tough way about him.

“Money well spent. I had military benefits for college, so I was able to do what I’d planned, but I can see it’s hard on Bennet. He has to face the fact that the only reason she’d come to visit him all those years was for her inheritance.”

They rode through a small woods and came out in a clearing next to the creek.

“This is beautiful.”

He stopped the horse, helped her down, and followed her to the creek bank. “I come here a lot. To think.” He sat on his heels and tossed a pebble into the clear water. “How about you? You mentioned your dad.”

Hadn’t he read her file? He must know everything there was to know about her. Was he just trying to make conversation? She squatted down next to him. “Mom died when I was born, and Dad and I lived close to the college where he worked. It was easy for me to choose academia as a career.”

Rex looked at her, his dark eyes softer, somehow. “But stars? Why did you choose that field?”

He’d opened up to her, now she wanted to let him into her life a little. “When I was old enough to understand that other kids had mommies, and I didn’t, Dad showed me a star through a huge university telescope. He’d purchased the naming rights through NASA and gave it the lovely tag, Iris O’Malley Cooper. My mother’s name.”

“That’s a great story.”

“It shaped the way I looked at the heavens. I think Dad hoped I’d follow in his footsteps, but the allure of all that mystery out there wasn’t something I could ignore.” She looked at the horizon, where sky met earth. How could she count the amazing things she’d seen, and those she had yet to discover?

“A lot like my job, but without the weaponry.”

Mina smiled. “Exactly. Once I talked Dad into getting me my own home telescope, I was a terror, begging him to bring home more books on astronomy, having him sneak me into classes that were ten years above my grade level, and even debating with professors on their theories.”

“Yeah, I can see you doing that.” He stood and offered her his hand. She took it and he helped her up. Rex stepped a little closer, running his hand up her arm. “You’re not the sort of woman who would disagree silently.” One corner of his perfect mouth curved up.

Everything inside her went gooey as she stared into his eyes and watched his gaze shift over her face, down to her chest, and back up. Just that flick of his gaze on her nipples tingled them into hard pebbles.

He ran his hand down her arm to her hand, then squeezed it in his. “You’ll have to show me that planet sometime.”

Warmth radiated from his touch all the way to her core, where it became a burning desire to kiss him again. Kiss him all over, hundreds of times. She swallowed. “Technically, it’s a star because they undergo nuclear reactions that burn hydrogen in their cores, whereas planets don’t.” Why in heaven had she said that?

He smiled, the transformation on his face turning him instantly into the most handsome, sexiest human she’d ever seen. “Mina.” He tugged her close, wrapped his hand around the back of her neck, and pulled her in for a kiss.

She sucked in a breath as his lips swept over hers, then his tongue teased one corner of her mouth. Her hands slid up his belly to his chest as she opened her mouth for him, inviting him in.

His hand pressed at the curve of her lower back, bringing her tight into contact with the hard length behind his zipper. He kissed like he was hungry, starving, ravenous. Tasting her, teasing and licking her lips, then sucking her tongue into his mouth. He groaned.

She wrapped her arms around his neck.

He slid one hand under her sweatshirt and tank top, up the bare skin of her belly and over her ribs to find her breast, no bra, just skin tingling for his touch.

“Aw, Doc.” He groaned the words against her lips. “Are you sure this is what you want?”


Chapter Seven


[image: ‡]‡

Rex knew he shouldn’t. He was the detective on her case, she was the woman in danger he should be protecting, not seducing. He wanted her though, and with both their lives hanging in mid-air, they needed the release of something this normal and human.

That’s what he told himself. It was not that he was fascinated by her, inspired by her strength and intelligence, and aroused by her resilience. No, none of that. He was just here for sex, and he’d keep telling himself that until he believed it.

His groin ached, his balls tightened, and the pulse of blood through his cock beat like the drums at a powwow.

She kissed him back, like she was looking to touch his soul. Soft and gentle, then taking the lead and stealing what she wanted from him. After long minutes, Rex’s knees shook, and the ground seemed to move under him.

He pulled back. “I brought a blanket.”

She licked her lips, panting, her eyes unfocused, and darker blue than he’d ever seen them. “Let’s use it. I want you to take me, Rex.” Mina brushed the fingers of one hand down the front of his jeans, leaving no room for misinterpretation.

Her touch sent a flash flood of lust to his brain, her words echoed in his head until all he wanted to do was take her down and… “Shit.” He slapped his back pocket.

Her eyes opened wide. “Uh, you want me to spank you?”

He chuckled. “No. Left my wallet back at the house.”

She frowned.

“Wallet with a condom in it.” He hadn’t planned on this. Or maybe he’d left the condom behind so this wouldn’t happen.

“Oh.” She gave him a naughty smile. “Well, I know a few other ways we could—”

He grabbed her hand and pulled her with him toward Merle. “Doctor, you’re too wicked for me to resist.”

Her laugh, low and sensual, shot sprays of hot blood to every nerve in his body. He tugged the saddlebags from the horse and set it on the ground, then pulled out the thick blanket Bennet had sent with him out to the barn. Damn interfering old coot. Rex would have to thank him for this.

They settled on a grassy clearing where the sun found spots to shine through the tree canopy, and quickly undressed each other, one piece of clothing at a time, peppering kisses on warm skin.

Rex looked at her, tall and thin, but her slender form suited her. Her breasts were teardrop shaped, tipped with pink nipples, her waist curved femininely, and lower, her hips were softly rounded. Below, between her legs, the red hair of her trimmed mound drew him forward.

He fell to his knees in front of her, his hands on her hips. “Pretty, Doctor. So very nice.” He kissed her softly there, nibbling and breathing deep to take in her musky sweet scent.

She grabbed his shoulders and tipped her hips forward, pressing herself into his mouth. He loved that she wasn’t shy. This would be amazing. He snuck the tip of his tongue into her cleft and she melted.

He laid her on the blanket, kissing her belly, her mound, then tipping his head to urge her thighs apart and take a long lick of her pussy.

Mina cried out, startling a bird from a branch above them.

He suckled her labia into his mouth, then the opposite side, doing the same, tasting sweet woman, so pure and slick, he could eat for hours. He wanted this to last, though, since there was no protection for him to use to slide his hard shaft into her perfect slit. Rex trailed kisses up her side to her breast, then latched on and sucked.

“Rex.” She said his name with so much need, he wanted to please her a dozen times.

Rolling onto his back, he took her with him, laying her on him, still loving on her breast.

She straightened her arms, he lost contact with her nipple, and she looked down at him. “There’s something I’d love to try.” She bit her lip. “Will you let me lead today?”

While it was against everything he’d been planning, for some reason, he would let her do whatever she wanted to him. “You’re in charge, Doc.” He spread his arms out to the side and laid his head back. “Tell me what you want me to do.”

She sat up, her legs bent next to his sides, pressing her wet, hot core onto his stomach muscles. Reaching back, she gently stroked his cock. “I think you’ll be able to figure this out.” She stood and turned around, getting on all fours over him, her mouth at his cock.

The sight of her tongue lapping at the top of his shaft, her red hair shining in the sunlight as she tipped her head, fed the flames in his belly, shooting hot washes along his spine to his brain. Her breasts hung ripe and firm, jiggling with her movements, teasing him with their perfection.

He had to get busy, or he’d be losing his fight to hold back. He focused on her. So sexy, her long, slim legs and round bottom, her pussy displayed before him like the perfect indulgence. That red hair of hers drew him in like nothing he’d experienced before. His hands slid up her thighs, his thumbs pressing into the soft inner skin.

She moaned and shifted, sending her scent through the breeze to him. He needed a taste. Using his thumbs, he gently parted her pussy lips, loving the view of pink, soft flesh that pulsed a hard slam of desire down to his cock.

Mina wrapped her hand around the base of his shaft and sucked harder, took him deeper, so deep, he felt the back of her throat.

“Doc, oh jeez.”

She eased off him, the suction intense. “I’ve come to believe…” She flicked her tongue on the spot at the base of his knob, sending his eyes rolling back. “That I just may have some super powers.”

“You do. Out-of-this-world super powers.” Lifting his upper body, he gave her the attention she needed. He licked and sucked, nibbled and kissed, until every inch of her beautiful pussy was wet with her juices. He could picture it, pushing her down and sliding his shaft into her opening, hard and fast, and the vision made his balls tighten until they ached with the need to empty into her.

He had to keep Mina safe, though. She deserved better than to have him lose control that way, and risk getting her pregnant. When he looked down at her mouth on him, her breasts wiggling seductively with her movements, he knew he wouldn’t be able to have her pussy, then pull out in time. He was right on the crest, ready to spin into climax.

Pressing his face deep into her slick opening, he lapped from her clit to her channel, back and forth, again and again, giving her wide tongue thrusts up into her opening. In his hands, her body began to shake, her movements on his shaft growing faster and wilder.

He pushed his nose into her opening, worked his tongue on her clit, and spread her wide to give her everything he could.

In seconds, she jerked and cried out, her core warming as slick juices ran onto his face. God, this was heaven. She didn’t leave him out, though, and cupping his balls, she took him deep, way down her throat, holding him there and swallowing around him in an amazing motion that threw him up and over the wave.

He went under, his brain disconnecting in a swirling vortex of deep seas, his body heated like it was dunked in boiling water. A burst and a flood of hot cum raced from his balls to his shaft. He cried a warning to her, but she kept him in her mouth, taking his cum and swallowing while pumping him with her hand, keeping him under a wash of heat.

His mouth worked on her clit, his lips sucking, his tongue flicking, as she shivered and shimmied in his hands. Perfection. Holding her up as she collapsed, he felt himself easing back to consciousness, his body shivering as the last waves of his orgasm sloshed around inside him.

Rex eased Mina down onto her side next to him, and she rested her head on his thigh, her hand still touching his shaft. A vision he would never forget.

“You good, Mina?” He should have said something more romantic, but that was all that came out.

“I’m good, Rex.” She palmed the base of his shaft softly. “You?”

He let himself smile. “Good here, too.” Better than ever before, but he wasn’t going to throw that out there.

“Rex.” She pushed herself up and swung around, laying her head on his outstretched arm, her leg and hip tight alongside his, her arm carelessly thrown over his belly as if she didn’t have the energy to do more.

“Mina.” He moved just a few inches and kissed her temple, then lay back, his eyes closing as the sleepless night caught up with him.

“I should tell you something.” She sighed.

Man, he hated those words. How many women had started breaking it off with him using those very words? He wanted this moment with Mina to last, just a short time—keep reality from oozing in and destroying their connection. “Doc, just let me hold you a while longer. I’m still enjoying the aftermath of your super powers. Let’s just…for a minute…” He couldn’t stop himself from drifting off.
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Mina should wake him, tell him the whole story of the night she’d witnessed the murder, but the truth had waited this long, another hour or two wouldn’t hurt. She eased her head off his arm and rolled onto her side, propped up on her elbow. Handsome. She wanted to touch the strong, square pecs and run her hands along his abs. Down lower, a trail of dark hair led south to become a nest for his beautiful penis.

Beautiful. That’s the only word she could come up with for the long, thick cock with a mushroom-shaped head. Would he be offended if she named it, and called it Beautiful whenever they…

What was she thinking? That was long-term stuff, and this thing between them would be quick and done, a blip on the radar, then disappearing in a streak of light. Once he found out the truth she’d been keeping from him, there was no chance that he would forgive her. She’d be just another one of the women who’d disappointed him in his complicated life.

Did she want more from him? Be honest with yourself. Yes. He had qualities she hadn’t found in other men, ones she’d unsuccessfully looked for in each of her boyfriends. And compared to this man, they were boys.

She sat up and crossed her legs, pulled a blade of grass from the soft soil, and brought it to her nose. Fresh and untouched, not like the chemically-enhanced grass in the city. She looked around at the trees, the creek silently making its way downhill, and old Merle, off in the distance, one leg cocked, looking like he was asleep. Like a postcard, naptime for a cowboy and his horse.

A smile came from deep inside Mina. The ranch would make a wonderful weekend retreat, halfway between Austin and Fort Worth, she’d meet Rex here Friday nights…

No. It wouldn’t happen. She tossed the blade of grass. Looking back at him, she wished things had been different. She admired his slightly hooked nose, strong jaw, lips that only lost their tightness when he slept, or when he kissed.

The sound of a shot rent the air.

Mina gasped and reached to wake Rex, but he sat up, tipping his head.

Another shot, followed by a third, from the direction of the ranch.

He leapt to his feet as her heart jumped to light-speed. “What is it?”

“Get dressed. Fast.” He already had his jeans on, and his boot in his hand. “Bennet is warning us.” He whistled loudly, and Merle’s head lifted, and the horse galloped toward them.

“Should we call the sheriff?” She scrambled to dress, leaving her socks and underwear on the ground by the blanket and untouched picnic bag, next to his socks and underwear.

“No service here.” Rex shoved the blanket in one side of the saddlebags, the food and their leftover clothes in the other, and jumped onto Merle’s back. He helped her up behind him. “Hold on tight.” Giving the horse a two-booted kick, he shouted, “Hee-yaa!”

The horse went from zero to warp speed in seconds, and Mina could only hang on to Rex and squeeze the horse with her legs. The hundred questions she had would be whipped away from her mouth by the wind rushing by them.

In minutes, he pulled up to a copse of trees on a sharp ridge. “Mina. Stay here.”

“But I might be able—”

“No. I won’t be able to work if I’m worried about you.” He wrapped his arm around her and pulled her from the horse.

She landed on her feet. “But what if—”

“Listen.” His black eyes held deadly seriousness. “You can see the ranch from the top of the rise, but stay low, and for God’s sake, do not scream, no matter what you see or hear.” His hand worked on the saddlebag laces.

She nodded, sufficiently embarrassed by her last, and recorded, response to a dangerous situation.

Rex handed her the saddlebag. “Eat something, use the blanket to stay warm.” He touched the rifle. “I want to give you this, but I think I might need it.” He looked conflicted.

“I’ll be okay. I know self-defense.”

He huffed out a breath, and almost cracked a smile. “Great. That makes me feel better for abandoning you here.”

She wanted to reassure him that she trusted his decision to leave her here, but she was starting to shake with fear, and had to clamp her teeth together to keep them from chattering.

Turning, he pointed across the creek. “If I don’t come back for you in an hour, go across the creek, in about a half-mile, there’s a fence that runs the whole property.” He pointed left. “Go north until you see a gate with a dirt road cutting through it. Follow the road on the other side of the fence and you’ll get to Treven and Delta’s.”

“An hour?” She rubbed her palms on her arms. “What do you think will happen down there?” Mina’s worry was for him, not herself.

“I don’t know.” He stared into her eyes. “I’m going to protect you, Mina. Just promise me you will do exactly what I just told you. Promise you won’t do anything stupid that’ll get me killed.”

Anything stupid like run down the hill to the ranch and give herself up so the killers would take her and leave Rex and Bennet alone? She’d seen what those men could do, and she had no delusions they would hesitate to kill all three of them, and make their bodies disappear forever. “I promise.”

He turned and grabbed the reins. When she put her hand on his thigh, he looked down at her.

“Thank you, Rex. Please be careful.”

“I intend to, Doc.” He held her hand and looked into her eyes for a moment then kicked Merle into a run, up and over the ridge, disappearing down the other side.

Mina hauled the saddlebag into the trees, creeping slowly, until she had a view of the ranch buildings. Nothing looked out of place, no vehicles, no movement. She set the blanket down, then leaned back against a tree, just at eye-level with the top of the ridge so if someone had binoculars down there, she wouldn’t be easy to spot.

A shiver traveled through her. What was happening? Was Bennet all right? Where had Rex gone? She couldn’t spot him and Merle. He had to know this land well, and probably was coming around on a side where he’d have better control and access.

She rubbed her arms, fear penetrating deeply into her bones. She closed her eyes and used the few words she knew to send spiritual guidance and protection to Bennet and Rex.


Chapter Eight
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Rex slowed Merle as he came around the back of the barn, stopping about twenty yards away. Tying the horse to a tree, he patted his withers. Merle’s breath was labored, but he couldn’t help that today. “Quiet, boy. I’ll be back for you, and I’ll bring an extra carrot.” The horse closed his eyes as Rex took the rifle and bullets and ran to the barn. Looking in the window, he waited for any movement.

Nothing.

He opened the padlock on the back door into the tack room and checked the building for any life.

Nothing.

Looking through a crack in the front door, he spotted a gray sedan that had to be from the police motor pool. Who was it?

Movement on the porch caught his eye. Bennet stood leaning against the post rail, talking like he always did, but this time, using his hands to punctuate his story. The sheriff was gesturing that way to warn Rex that something wasn’t right.

“What the hell is going on?” He watched for a few seconds.

One of the rocking chairs moved, the man sitting in it leaning forward and…laughing? “Bennet, what are you doing?” Rex mumbled the words as he exited the back of the barn and circled around the far side of the house. He slid along the building until he could hear voices.

Sontag? His partner? Now things were feeling itchy, like a pair of new jeans. He checked the rifle, then strolled around the side of the house.

Bennet and Sontag spotted him.

“Hey, glad you’re back.” Bennet gestured to Sontag. “Your partner here stopped by to say howdy.”

Rex came up behind Bennet, noticing the pistol tucked into the back of his belt.

Sontag stood, his military-cut brown hair giving him the air of authority, while his short, paunchy body mass ruined the effect. “Rex. I was in the neighborhood.” The guy gave a laugh that was well short of genuine. He wore an old brown jacket that gaped to show his holstered pistol.

Leaning on the porch rail at the foot of the steps, Rex set his rifle butt on the ground, keeping the weapon in hand. “What are you doing down this way?” He succeeded in making it sound conversational, not confrontational.

“I have to go to Austin for a parole hearing on one of my old cases.” Sontag sounded convincing.

There were too many unanswered questions, though. “How did you know I would be here?”

“Captain mentioned you were taking some leave time. I took a chance and swung by.” The other man glanced down the driveway toward the road.

Sontag was not the kind of partner Rex confided in, and definitely not the type who’d drive an hour off the freeway to see him. Was Sontag here purely out of curiosity to see if Mina was on the ranch, or had somebody gotten to his partner, and sent him on ahead to scout out the situation?

Bennet looked at Rex. “Offered him some sweet tea, but he just wanted to use the bathroom.”

That told Rex that Sontag had been inside, scouring the house for signs of Mina.

“You been hunting?” Sontag gestured to his gun.

“Nope. Just walking the property.” He picked up the rifle and made a show of checking the bullet in the chamber. “Can’t be too careful.” Tucking it under his arm, he let the barrel point at his partner for a few seconds before shifting it down.

The man’s brows dropped. “Anything new on that missing persons case?”

Now it would start. “Which case? We’ve got three going right now.”

Bennet shifted, his hand going to his lower back, squinting as if he was feeling pain.

Sontag didn’t give him a glance. “The astrologist from the college. The woman doctor.”

The guy didn’t know the difference between an astrologist and an astronomer? Had he even cracked the file on Mina’s case? Probably not, the lazy fuck. “No. Nothing before I left Fort Worth. Why?”

His partner looked down and shoved his hands in his coat pockets. “Some cops are looking for her. They’re from Austin and San Antonio. Say she’s into something illegal, and that’s why she’s in the wind.” He glanced up at Rex, then looked down the driveway again.

Someone was waiting down there, and Rex pretty much knew who it was.

“Captain know about this?” Rex reached for his back pocket where he’d tucked his phone. “I should call him.”

“No.” Sontag gritted his teeth and hissed out a breath. “Fuck, Rex.” He met his gaze. “Don’t make this go the wrong way.” He hitched a thumb over his shoulder toward the house. “I know she’s here. We have people watching for her to show up in Austin, but when the captain said you’d gone on leave right after he closed the doctor’s case file, I got a gut feeling about the whole thing. I went to your house and…went in and found evidence that you’d had company.”

The fucker had broken into his home? Rex had been an idiot, leaving without scouring the place, but he’d never have guessed how desperate these men would be. His mistake, and it was going to cost him.

Sontag tipped his head. “Just give her to me, I’ll take her, and go.”

Rex could play stupid, but they might as well get this over with. He inched his gun up to point it at Sontag. “You’ll go, but without the doctor.” He nodded toward the road. “Those cops you’re working for are dirty. They killed a man and must have disposed of his body. They’re looking for Mi…Doctor Cooper to kill her because she’s a witness.” He slowly stepped up onto the porch, his rifle still pointed at Sontag’s big belly. “You want that on your conscience?”

His partner held up his hands. “I’m just doing my job, Tarrow. You don’t want to give her to me, they’re ready to come and take her.” He looked at Bennet. “There’s four of them, two of you. I know how this’ll turn out.”

Rex had to choose quickly whether to reveal all the facts or not. Yeah, he had to go for it. “She recorded the whole thing through a camera she had hooked up on the telescope. It shows the men’s faces, up close and personal. And she’s not stupid. She sent the memory card of the video to the governor’s office.”

Sontag’s mouth opened and his face fell like melting gelatin. He went silent for a few minutes, then smirked. It wasn’t a happy look. “Well, fuck. That’s the biggest lie I’ve ever heard you tell, Tarrow.” He shook his head. “Listen, these guys are paying me big to bring the doctor to them. I’ll cut you in on that. I mean big money.”

“What are they into? Drugs? Human trafficking? Gambling?”

“I don’t know.” He nearly shouted the words. “You think I’m gonna ask these guys what they do to make extra money on the side? Just…” He fisted his hands. “Where is she, Rex? Give her up or this is gonna get bloody.”

“Then it’s gonna get bloody, because I’m not a fucking dirty cop like my asswipe partner.” He let his anger flow, let it bring on the adrenaline he would need for the shit that was coming his way. Involving Bennet in this was not optimal, but it would have to be that way. There was no chance of getting the man to hide in the root cellar.

Sontag’s face turned red, his eyes popping out. He grabbed the front of his own shirt and tipped his head down. “You get all that?”

A car horn sounded from the direction of the road.

Sontag was wired?

“You’re a disgrace.” Bennet pulled his pistol and pointed it at Sontag.

The guy made a move like he was going to pull his gun.

Rex took his rifle in two hands and slammed the butt against his partner’s temple.

The man’s eyes rolled back and he hit the boards like a bag of potatoes.

“Zip ties?” Rex grabbed his partner’s ankles.

“Same place.” Bennet got rolling and held open the screen door while Rex dragged his partner into the kitchen.

Bennet set his gun on the table and went to the ammo drawer. “I sent out a 911 to Trev and Clint, and called the sheriff’s office, told them we had trespassers, and nothing more, in case I was wrong and we had to wave them off. My gut instinct told me your partner wasn’t here for a tea party.”

Rex nodded at Bennet. The man was a salt, had smarts and intuition that Rex could only hope to acquire someday. “We don’t know how close they are, so gotta figure we’re on our own. Only four of them, if Sontag wasn’t lying.”

They secured the house, opening the old double-hung windows a few inches at the bottom. Rex zip tied his partner’s hands and feet, then taped his piehole shut for good measure. Rex pictured Mina, alone, frightened, exposed out in the woods, and he wished he had time to bring her back and hide her. “Hold on, Doc.” He whispered the words, sending her strength.

The sound of engines racing toward them had Rex and Bennet grabbing every gun and box of shells they could find.

Rex crouched under the kitchen window. He could see Bennet struggling to get to the floor by a window at the far end of the house. He prayed nothing would happen to the old guy. He loved him. Like a father. Had he ever said that to him in so many words? That’d be number one on his to-do list…if they lived through this.

Two big, black SUVs came over the rise, racing toward the house. The first one slid to a stop next to Sontag’s car, the other made a wide arc and stopped a few yards farther away, both of them parallel to the house. Whoever was driving knew what they were doing.

A man in a dark shirt and pants got out of the passenger door of the second car and held up his hands. “We don’t want to hurt you. Give us the girl and we’ll leave. You’ll never hear from us again.”

Rex took out his phone and pressed the video record button, then set it on the windowsill, facing out. “You want me to give you Doctor Mina Cooper so you can kill her? Do you seriously believe there are no good cops left in Texas?”

The man paused for a few seconds. “We’re peace officers. We’re not gonna kill her. She’s wanted for questioning in connection with illegal activity at the university.”

“You and your friends killed a man. She has it on her camera. She showed it to me, and sent a copy of it to the governor. You won’t get away with this. Your best bet? Leave town, leave the country. Do it now before the sheriff gets here.”

The guy dropped his hands. “Even if I did believe that bullshit story, what makes you think I’d leave behind a witness?”

“You’re smart. Smart enough to know when to cut and run. I’m not kidding about the video. I’ll show you her camera and you can see it for yourself.”

The window of the SUV rolled down halfway. Rex could make out a man’s voice, and the man standing outside the vehicle leaned back to hear. He nodded and stepped forward. “Okay, show me.”

Rex wasn’t born yesterday. “Put your piece on the ground and come up on the porch.”

The guy complied, and stepped onto the porch.

A glance at Bennet showed that he had a bead on the dirty cop.

Rex stood, the cop looked his way, then hit the floor.

Rex ducked as a bullet shattered the window and whizzed by his ear. “Incoming.” The whole thing brought back flashes of his tour of duty in the Middle East. Rex grabbed his pistol and crawled to the door. He opened it a few inches and looked out the screen door.

The cop was pulling a gun from his boot.

“Drop it.” Rex chambered a bullet as a shot went off.

The guy slumped down, blood flowing from his shoulder. Bennet had taken him out.

The sound of car doors slamming got Rex moving, back to his window where his shotgun still sat on the ledge.

“Last chance, Tarrow.” A man’s voice came from behind the closest vehicle. “We’ve got some hardware that’ll tear your house to splinters, and send it up in smoke.”

“Sheriff’s on his way. You’d best run.” Bennet yelled it.

A sour, female laugh came from behind the other SUV. “We’re cops, stupid. We’re monitoring the frequency.”

“Monitor this, shithead.” Bennet sent rounds of bullets flying at every window of their side of the SUVs. Bulletproof. Not a scratch.

Rex looked at Bennet, who just shrugged. “Old man, are you finished working out your frustration, now?”

His mouth curved in a half-smile. “Guess so.”

“Tarrow. We’re gonna count to three. If you don’t send her out, we’re opening fire.” A male voice.

“She’s not here.” Rex hoped to buy them some time.

“Wrong.” The woman’s voice called. “Sontag spotted some of her crap in there.”

“She was here. She ran last night.”

Silence for a few minutes. “Then there’s no reason why we shouldn’t kill you two.”

Bennet snorted. “Rookie mistake, son.”

“Fucking stupid…” The rest of his words were drowned out as bullets sprayed the side of the house, breaking every window, ripping into the kitchen walls and furniture and appliances behind him.

Rex and Bennet lay flat, looking at each other every few seconds. His mind worked, coming up with a plan. He’d slither across the floor to the door on the opposite side of the house, go out and—

A siren blasted from extremely close by.

The shooting stopped and one of the gunmen moved around the front of the SUV.

A second later, a shot blasted from inside the house, from Bennet’s gun, and the guy who’d exposed himself was down, not moving.

“Good one, sheriff.” Rex found his phone on the floor, still recording, and set it back on what was left of the windowsill.

The two remaining cops, a man and a woman, shouted at each other, and Rex watched as red and blue lights and a strobe came into view on the rise of the driveway, then the top of a white vehicle, then…an ambulance? That had to be Clint.

“Cavalry’s ridin’ in.” Bennet kept his eye on his gunsight, shifting the barrel back and forth between the SUVs, waiting for his chance.

Rex did the same, and in seconds, the ambulance was in the yard. He spotted Clint’s dark glasses and white hair, and someone in the passenger seat who was braced and hanging on for all they were worth. The vehicle headed straight for the first truck, and the woman ran around the back of the SUV, out of range of the ambulance and Rex and Bennet’s guns.

Clint swerved and went right for the other shooter, who skittered around the back of his truck.

The ambulance braked, then went into a slide, then spun around, the tail end smacking into the spot where the shooter had stood just seconds before.

“Did he just squash that guy?” Bennet sounded surprised.

A second later, the male shooter crawled out from under the truck and stood, gun in hand.

Rex had this one. He put a bullet in the fucker’s shoulder, then in his knee.

The man went down with a piercing scream.

Clint’s grin quickly turned into a shocked expression as the last shooter peppered the ambulance with bullets.

Someone ran from the far side of the house near Bennet.

It was Treven.

Rex shouted, “Bennet, don’t shoot.”

Treven ran toward the SUV, a pistol in each hand, looking like the old west was making a comeback. “Drop your—”

Two shots sounded from behind the SUV.

“Got her.” Treven’s voice came loud in the ringing silence.

Rex helped Bennet up, despite his protests that he could do it himself, and they walked out onto the porch, or what was left of it. Wood chips lay thick on the floorboards, and the man who Bennet had shot on the porch had been hit enough times by his friends to make a hell of a red puddle. He had to be tango-uniform. Deceased.

The driver’s door of the ambulance was smashed in, and Rex helped Clint’s shocked, hyperventilating partner out of the ambulance and sat him on the ground. “Put your head between your knees.”

Clint climbed out the passenger door as Treven strolled up to them, his pistols sticking out of his jeans at his hips, his grin telling Rex how proud he was of his performance. “She was good. She almost got me with that first shot, but I took her out with the second one. She’ll be okay…with some serious shoulder surgery.”

“Thanks, buddy.” Clint smacked Treven on the back. “Saved my ass.”

Rex became surprisingly choked up looking at his friends, who had risked their lives to save them. What more could a man ask for in a friend? “You two saved our asses.” He gestured to Bennet. “And Doc Mina’s, too.” He looked behind him to where she sat in the trees. “I’m gonna go get her.”

Treven pointed to the far side of the house. “Take my ATV–I came cross country just as the big shooting started.

“Thanks.” Rex ran. In less than two minutes, he pulled up to Mina, who stood, red-eyed and shaking.

“Is everyone okay?” She reached for him.

He jumped off the four-wheeler and pulled her into his arms. “Everyone on our team is. If it hadn’t been for Clint and Trev, things could have gotten bad.”

Shouting came from the ranch, then gunshots.

He jerked and looked that direction. One of the black SUVs was moving.

“Shit.”


Chapter Nine
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Mina hung on to Rex as he cranked the throttle on the four-wheeler. The last twenty minutes had been hell. She’d jumped at each gunshot, and had nearly screamed when the ATV had roared past her with Treven driving.

Now what was happening?

They pulled up as Treven zip-tied the hands of a man he held face down on the hood of one of the black trucks. He pulled the guy up. “You’re gonna want to hear this, Rex.” Treven looked at Mina, a scowl on his face. “This guy was hiding in the back of the truck and tried to take off. Bennet shot out the tires.”

Bennet stood to the side, looking more confused than angry.

Mina glanced at the man in custody. Her ex-boyfriend. Oh no.

“Mina, honey. I’ve been looking for you.”

Without a glance at Rex, she set her chin. This was the part where she’d be exposed as a fraud. “This is my ex-boyfriend. Tory Pines. He was one of the men on the video. Not the shooter, but one of the people in collusion with them.”

Tory coughed a few times. “There is a video? I thought you were—”

“Shut up.” Rex stepped in front of her, staring into her eyes. “What’s going on?”

Mina sucked in a breath. “I was following him. We dated for a year, and every Thursday night, he’d leave, wouldn’t tell me why, and he’d come back hours later.”

“Don’t tell them any more.” Tory’s voice came out to whiny.

Rex turned. “Didn’t I tell you to shut up?”

Tory turned white and looked away.

Rex grabbed her arm and pulled her toward the house, past where Clint and his partner were administering first aid to the wounded shooters. When they were out of hearing range, Rex stopped and turned her to face him. “You were stalking your boyfriend?”

“Ex-boyfriend, and technically…yes, but I knew something was wrong.” She pulled her arm out of his too-tight grip.

He released her, looking at his hand as if he hadn’t realized what he’d been doing.

“When we broke up, I kept following him. I knew something was going on, and I wanted to find out what. Every week, he met with a group of uniformed police and people in suits, whom I assumed were with the department, too.”

“You recorded all this?”

“Yes, and when I sent the chip to the governor, I included all the video I’d recorded—about six months’ worth. Some of the videos were clearer, and they should be able to make out the faces better.” She looked at the shooters laying in the yard and the dead man on the porch. “There were more than just these four involved, but they never did anything illegal until—”

“Okay, just stop.” He held up his hand and closed his eyes for a second. “Why didn’t you tell me all this.”

She had to make this good. She had one chance to explain, to make him see she wasn’t a crazy stalker…and liar. “Imagine if I showed up at your house and told you I was surveilling my ex when I saw one of his associates shoot a man. And while I did record it on video, I didn’t get the actual footage of the shooting.”

Rex shook his head. The disappointment in his gaze sent an ache to her chest.

She swallowed the lump in her throat. “I’m sorry, Rex, I really am. I didn’t mean to mislead you, but I did what I felt I had to do to survive.”

Sirens sounded, growing closer.

“Rex.” Bennet had Tory backed up against the SUV. “He owns a trucking company. Says he doesn’t know what the cops were moving, and the man they shot was one of his drivers who got too greedy. But he’s willing to cooperate in the investigation.”

Rex turned and took a step away from her.

Her fear turned to a real, living thing inside her. Rex had to see this from her side. He had to believe she wasn’t deceitful for any reason but to insure her safety. “I tried to tell you when we were on the blanket today, but—”

“Rex, look at this.” Clint took a paper from the pocket of the man who lay dead on the porch and held it up. A four-by-six glossy of…Mina.

Three sheriff’s cars raced into the yard.

“Mina, you’re safe now.” He didn’t meet her gaze, and walked away.

“Rex, please. Give me a chance to…”

He was too far gone now, heading for the sheriffs, who were getting pieces of information from everyone who could still talk.

Mina let him go. She’d done what she had to do to save her life, but in the process, had fallen for a too-serious, hard-edged detective who had been burned badly in his one serious relationship. Perfect. There was no one else in her life who had ever made her feel the way Rex did. He took her breath away, and gave her the confidence to be herself.

One of the sheriff’s deputies pointed at her, Rex glanced her way and nodded, his stare as cold as the dark side of the moon.

She’d done the one thing that Rex would never be able to forgive. She’d lied. End of story.
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Rex stood in the yard watching the sheriff’s cruiser head down the driveway toward the road. Mina was in that car.

His chest contracted so hard, he had to force in a breath. How had he let himself get close to her? He’d had a feeling all along that something was missing from her story. Sure, she’d lied to him, but could he understand her reasoning? Maybe. And maybe he would forgive her someday, but he’d never see her again. There was nothing left between them, if there ever was anything to begin with.

The tail end of the cruiser disappeared over the rise. Now his heart wanted to stop beating. “Shit.” There was something. The beginnings of it, anyway. Physical, hell yeah, but something else. As if the two of them had found each other for a reason. Like they were finally waking from a long, dull dream to find themselves with the person they’d been waiting for. “Stupid.” He sounded like a bad romance novel.

“Glad she’s gone.” Bennet wheeled up next to him. The small bandages covering where he’d gotten cut by flying glass made him look like he’d been in a fight with a shaving razor.

Didn’t Bennet like Mina? He sure had seemed taken with her.

“She’s trouble.” The old sheriff rubbed a finger under his nose. “Lying like that to save her own life. What’s this world coming to?”

So now the old man was using reverse psychology? Rex bit back a smile. “When was the last time I told you to shut up?”

“Hmmm. Lemme see. Guess it was the last time I cuffed you upside the head.”

Rex remembered the occasion, when he’d been twelve. And he’d learned quick. They turned to look at the house, where sheriff’s deputies picked up shell casings and sifted through wood splinters and glass. “She caused all this. Could have gotten us killed.”

“Well, she didn’t. Get us killed, I mean. And what good would it have done if you knew about that Pines boy? Your department would have picked him up, word would have gotten out to his partners, and they’d have been more desperate, willing to kill Pines too, and in the process, taking out more cops or civilians.”

Rex hadn’t thought about the big picture that way. He’d have to sit and cogitate over it some. “Did I ever tell you you’re a smart old fox?”

“Not nearly enough.” Bennet leaned heavily on his walker. He had to be exhausted.

“Well, you are, and you mean a lot to…I love you, Bennet.”

The old man sucked in an uneven breath. “Love you too, son.” His voice cracked halfway through.

They stood silently for a few minutes as Rex’s heartbreak seemed to ease a little.

Rex looked down the hill at the outbuildings. “You want me to move your crap over to the foreman’s house?”

Bennet turned to look at the place that had sat empty since Rex had divorced Aletha. “Guess I got no choice.”

“I could put you in an old folks’ home, where you belong.” Rex backed up a step, smiling.

“Get your ass over here, boy. That comment deserves a thunk on the head.” Bennet laughed and wheeled his way toward the other door into the house, mumbling about who was the old folk and who was the dumb-as-dirt young shit who was letting an amazing girl get away from him.

“Dumb as dirt.” Maybe he was, but there were things that just couldn’t be overcome in a relationship. Doc Mina had chosen to execute number one on that list. Rex headed toward the barn to retrieve his horse.
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Four days later, Rex sat at his desk at police headquarters. His partner’s desk butted against his, but Sontag would not be coming back. Once Internal Affairs was through with him, he’d do prison time and never work in this or any other precinct again.

Around him, detectives talked on phones, typed on keyboards, and shuffled paperwork, but all the activity in the bullpen seemed to be moving around him, like he wasn’t part of it any longer.

Flashes of the shootout on the ranch kept running through his mind. It could have turned out much worse. If it hadn’t been for Clint and Treven, he and Bennet could be in the morgue right now, and Mina? Could she have made it to Treven’s ranch before the bad cops found her?

The way he’d left her out there, exposed and vulnerable, still ate at him. He constantly ran through other scenarios, things he could have done instead of what he did. With her not knowing how to handle a horse, putting her on Merle’s back and pointing her toward Trev’s ranch wasn’t an option.

No, he’d done the only thing he could, considering the circumstances. The whole thing kept him up at night, and he took another pull on his cup of strong, bitter coffee. That wasn’t what really kept him awake all night, though.

Mina. He’d let her go, had seen her once in the local sheriff’s office in Wild Oak when he’d brought Bennet in so they could give their official statements and turn over the video of the shooting at the ranch that Rex had recorded on his phone. She’d spotted him and her whole body froze, as if she would wait there forever for him to say something.

He’d just nodded and walked past. Asshole. She didn’t deserve that. She’d lied, and that made him angry. But what would he have done in the same situation? Alone and on the run, no one to trust, unable to rent a car, to find a place to hide, to even sleep at night. Hell, for her to put as much trust in him as she had—that must have been fucking scary for her.

Had she used him for sex? He tried to tell himself she had, tried to keep up the wall of fury so he didn’t have to face the fact that he’d turned away from her when she’d needed him most. But he knew that wasn’t her. She had been sweet and generous, sexy and wild, and she’d somehow gotten into his heart.

“Damn.”

“What?” His captain stood next to his desk.

“Sir?” Rex straightened in his chair.

“I asked if you were finished with IA.” He set his palm flat on Rex’s desk. “You need a few days off? I don’t see much brain activity going on inside you.”

“No, sir. Yes, sir.” He took a breath. “No, I don’t need time off, and yes, I’m finished with Internal Affairs.”

“All right, but if desk duty gets old, you can take a break.” He set three files in Rex’s in-box. “But in the meantime, stop staring at the wall and get some of this paperwork done.”

“Yes, sir. Thank you.”

The captain grumbled and walked away. The man tried to be a hard-ass, but he cared about his detectives.

Rex went back to the boring part of the job, and worked steadily until just after noon when his phone rang. Bennet. “Hi.”

“Turn on channel…ah hell, what channel is that pretty blonde reporter on?”

Was this something more about the shootout? Rex walked into an empty conference room and turned on the television, flipping channels looking for… “Mina?”

“Yeah. She’s giving a press conference.”

She stood tall and proud, her red hair shiny, and looking professionally cut now, not the chopped-off look she’d come to him wearing. She read from a paper in her shaking hands.

Rex had the overwhelming urge to hold her, help her through this, be her strength, and stop her from shaking.

She finished her statement, and now the reporters shouted questions at her.

One man raised his voice. “You intentionally withheld the name of one of the conspirators in the shooting at the college. Two men and one woman were injured at that ranch, and one man was killed by bullets from his co-conspirators. Do you take any responsibility for that?”

“Fuck him.” Rex said the words into the phone.

“Yeah.” Bennet snorted. “They’re gonna be giving it to her hard. I’m gonna hang up so I don’t have to hear you swearing, son.” The call ended.

Rex slid his phone is his pocket and leaned his ass on the edge of the table. He needed some support to watch Doc getting grilled this way.

She looked right into the camera, her pretty blue eyes clear, a crease marking her perfect brow. “I made a mistake by not telling Detective Tarrow everything.” She glanced down, then back into the lens. “If I had revealed everything to him, maybe things would have turned out differently.” A tear ran from her eye. “I wish, more than anything else, that I could use my super powers and reverse time. I’d be honest with the detective and lives might have been saved, and people wouldn’t have been hurt. Please, forgive me.”

“Uh, Doctor Cooper.” The interviewer looked confused by her answer. “You’re referring to the connection between you and Tory Pines…” The questions and answers went on, but Rex didn’t hear any more of it.

What she’d said was directed to him.

He needed to talk to her. Just to let her know that it wasn’t her fault. Things might have been worse if she had revealed her acquaintance with the owner of the truck fleet. He stood and muted the volume. Who was he kidding? That wasn’t the only reason he needed to see Mina.

There was a piece of his life missing now that she wasn’t in it. Was her public apology just to clear her conscience, or was it more? Could he convince her he wasn’t a tight-assed hothead who would shove her away every time she made a mistake?

He stalked across the bullpen and into the captain’s office, knocking twice on the open door. “Captain, I’d like to take you up on that offer of a couple days off.”


Chapter Ten
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Mina pressed a button on her computer that shifted to the last graphic, and projected it behind her on the giant screen. She looked up at the dimly lit auditorium seating where the fifteen graduate students had spaced themselves out among the rows of seats. Not many made it this far in the program, but those who had were like bright stars to her. She knew and mentored each of them, and saw amazing potential for their futures.

“Here’s what you’ve been waiting for. Your homework.” She stood from her chair behind the desk as groans came from a few different directions. She smoothed her knee-length skirt and tucked the back of her blouse into it. Wearing traditional wardrobe during class seemed to give her more confidence, and that translated into a better student response. “Any complaints, take it up with NASA.”

A few people laughed.

She pointed to the screen. “Non-ideal fluids. Sussing their applications for use in problems of astrophysical interest, such as steady and unsteady flows, instabilities, and turbulence.” A movement caught her eye, way up in the back row. Had someone just come into the room? She’d checked everyone who belonged here off her attendance list.

“This will lead us to our next section, which is conducting fluid flows or magnetohydrodynamics.” That fun word she’d put in a big red font. She waited a few seconds. “Great, no more grumbling? Just for that, I’m letting you go five minutes early.”

Her students thanked her as their books slapped shut and their papers crackled.

She pressed a button on the panel on her desk and the lights in the room grew slowly brighter.

The newcomer in the back of the room wore a dark shirt and a…black cowboy hat? Her heart skittered for a second. No, it couldn’t be him. But who was it? It couldn’t be anyone who’d enrolled in any of her courses. One of the silly rules she added to her syllabus was that no astronomy student should wear a hat to class, or after sunset. There was too much to see in a dark sky at night, and too much info to lose in her classroom if someone fell asleep under the brim of a hat.

Her students filed up the steps and out the door and she walked across the floor, her high-heeled black pumps silent on the carpet. She stopped at the first step, looking up at the man with his head tipped down. “Can I help you?”

A blast of recognition hit her, even though she couldn’t see his face, and most of his body was hidden. It was like the light from a far-away star reaching her. “Rex?” She reached for the back of the chair next to her to steady her wobbling knees.

He took off his hat.

His dark hair was short now, his gaze focused right on her, and his jaw worked. “It wasn’t your fault. What happened on the ranch, I mean. Bennet saw that, and me bein’ a rookie hadn’t caught it.”

She heard the words, but they didn’t lessen any of the guilt she felt on a constant basis, even in her dreams…nightmares. Was that why he was here? Yesterday’s press conference? Or was there more? “How do you figure?”

He sat forward and rested his forearms on his thighs. “If you’d told me his name and where he worked, I would have brought him in for questioning, which would have tipped off the cops. These people were desperate, so anything could have happened, then.”

She’d gone over her choices a million times, but hadn’t thought of that consequence. “I could have told you, but then asked you not to act on it.”

He dropped his head with a bitter laugh. “You asking me not to follow up on a solid lead would be like…” He gestured to the blank screen at the front of the class. “Like asking the magnet-hipro-dynamic to just stop…doing whatever it does out there in space.”

A giggle, a very nervous one, bubbled out of her throat. “Magnetohydrodynamics. It’s the study of the magnetic properties of electrically conducting fluids.” Why had she corrected him? And given him more information than he could ever want?

He stood and moved to the steps in the center of the seats, directly above her, but so far away. Would he leave now? She’d make a complete fool of herself chasing after him down the hallways, begging him to come back.

Rex didn’t turn to go, though. “I’m here to ease your conscience, but also to ask you for a favor.” He took a step down. “Will you meet me halfway?” His whole body went still, as if her answer to that question was about far more than just the stairs.

She put her foot up onto the first step and levered herself up, her chest working too fast, hope and longing making her a little dizzy. “What’s the favor?”

He came down another step. “Will you teach me what that means?” He looked at the screen. “That magneto thing?”

Her eyes closed as moisture burned behind them, and emotion choked her. Was he saying he wanted to be with her? She took another step up. “Is this just for educational purposes, or do you have an ulterior motive?”

Rex trotted down three steps and stopped. “Ulterior, without question.” He rubbed his palms on the denim at his hips, then quickly dropped them. “I want to apologize for letting you go alone from the ranch in the sheriff’s car. I should have been there to support you, hold your hand.”

She jogged upward three levels. They were just ten steps away from each other. “You were right to let me go. I had to face what I’d done, and having you there with me would have made it more difficult to concentrate. You needed to distance yourself from me for professional reasons, too.”

He nodded. “That’s all true, but I still hate that I let you go on your own.”

She shrugged and took another step up. “If it’ll ease your conscience, the fact is, Bennet needed you more than I did.”

Walking down three steps, he held out his hand to her. “Will you forgive me? Will you give me a chance?”

Now she couldn’t hold back the tears. She ran up the last steps and landed in his arms. “I will. Always. Forever. Until magnetohydrodynamics no longer include plasmas, liquid metals, and electrolytes.”

He laughed, big and bold, the sound echoing off the high ceiling. He hugged her tight to his chest. “That’s a really long time, right? Like, forever?” He leaned back and set his palms on her neck, his thumbs under her chin and tipped her head up. His dark eyes smiled, small crinkles at the outsides, his face so handsome with his white teeth and full lips, she wanted a picture of this moment to keep with her forever.

“Forever is a possibility.” She went up on tiptoes and he leaned down and kissed her, his lips soft on hers, his breath coming fast and minty. “How did you get in here?” She returned his kiss, her tongue tickling the corner of his mouth.

“Had to use my badge a few times.” He met her tongue with the tip of his and circled it, coaxing it into his mouth.

She gave him a kiss to remember, desperate and loving, sweet then wild. “You wanna get out of here? I’m done for the day.”

“Aw, Doc, I don’t know if I can wait until we get to your apartment.” He moved his hands to her bottom and pulled her belly tight against his hard erection, his mouth still on hers, his tongue tracing her front teeth like he was memorizing them.

Her apartment was a mess. An idea popped into her head. “Don’t have to. I have an office down the hall.” She rotated her hips, pushing him into her belly, sending heat and contractions down low in hers.

“Yeah. Office.” He stepped back, breathing fast.

“Wait, did you bring your wallet this time?” She held his hand and walked down one step.

He slapped his back pocket. “Got my wallet, and it’s fully-stocked.”

“C’mon, Detective.” They raced down the steps and through a back door that led to a private hallway for professors. She unlocked the back door of her two-room office and they stepped inside. Leaving Rex in the back room, she made sure the front door was locked, and her Out of Office note was displayed.

When she stepped back into her private space, he stood next to her big, wide couch. In a basket beside it, her pillow, blankets, and sheets sat in a jumbled mess. “You live here?” He grinned.

“Almost. Being an astronomer, I sometimes have to work nights.” She smiled as she walked toward him, unbuttoning her blouse.

“Doc.” He reached out and captured her hands. “Let me do that. Please.” The hunger in his tone sent shivers down her spine.

“Yes.” She reached for the buttons of his shirt and together they undid one at a time, the need to rip fabric making her breasts swell and tighten.

He eased the soft material from her shoulders, revealing the satiny camisole she’d chosen instead of a bra.

“Mmmm.” He slid the delicate satin garment down to her elbows and held it there, imprisoning her in a wonderful captivity. He bent and pressed his lips to where her nipples showed, hard and longing for him. He mouthed one, then the other, the touch spreading flashes of hot light in her head, and sending rays of desire to her core, her pussy.

Letting her free, he unbuttoned her skirt on the side, unzipped, then let it fall to the floor, revealing the pair of tap shorts that matched her cami.

She dropped her blouse to join her skirt, then tugged his shirt from his big shoulders and powerful arms. Running her hands over the manly body she hadn’t had enough time to explore, she followed his rippled abs down low, trailing along the light furring that disappeared into his jeans.

She unhooked his belt buckle, undid his jeans, and wiggled them until they dropped to the floor.

In his blue boxer briefs, his erection pointed out, big and firm, a spot on the cotton fabric showing her she’d aroused him perfectly.

Mina rubbed her palm along his length as he stared down at where she touched him.

With a shudder, he grasped her wrist. “Save some for later.”

She smiled and leaned in, kissing the spot on his chest just at his heart. “We’ll have lots of time for saving. Let’s go a little crazy right now, shall we?”

“Doc.” He pulled her arms up in the air. “Hold there.” Easing her camisole up, he spent a few seconds teasing the hem against her nipples.

She felt the pleasure down deep in her core, heating and becoming slick for him.

He pulled the cami off then went down on one knee in front of her. Slowly he pulled her shorts down, revealing her belly, the top of her mound, then all of her, as the satiny fabric fell to the floor. With a groan, he leaned forward and kissed her, his tongue slipping into the top of her cleft, finding her little bud, and teasing it with amazing results.

“Rex.” She grabbed his hair, but it slipped through her fingers. Too short. “Save some of me for later.”

He chuckled and slowed his teasing. “Yes, ma’am.” Rex grabbed a condom from his wallet as Mina laid a sheet over the cushions of her couch.

He stood and she reached for his underwear, slowly pulling it over his turgid length, letting the elastic trace the underside of his cock, then brush gently over his balls.

“You snap that, Doc, and I’m gonna be crying, here.” He watched her face, a slight curve to his lips.

“I don’t want you crying, Detective. I want you howling at the moon with pleasure.” She gestured to a big poster of the solar system on the wall.

He smiled then. “I’ll do it quietly, though, so your neighbors don’t think you brought a wolf to class.”

“Wolf.” She peeled his shorts down to his feet and quickly took the big knob of his cock into her mouth.

“Wooo.” He howled quietly, then grasped her shoulders and eased her from him. He held out the condom. “You wanna shield me for duty?”

“Oh no, now we’ve switched from astronomy to naughty detective sayings?” She took it from him, opened it, and rolled it on.

“You’ve got your astronomical terms, I got my cop lingo.” He swooped down and picked her up into his arms. “We make a good team.”

She slid her hand over his cheek. “We do. We really, really do.” She wanted to go for it with him, all the way, but she wouldn’t scare him with that pronouncement right now.

He set her on the couch, using his hands under her knees to spread her legs, then knelt between her thighs. “I want you to know, Doctor, that I’ve been dreaming of this moment for a week now, so if I’m too rough, just box my ears, and if I go off too fast, you’ll have to forgive me and give me another chance to prove I’m not a hair-trigger.”

She smiled. “I’ve been thinking of this moment, too. But if you’re not deep inside me in two seconds, I’m going to have to start marking your grade down a few points.”

He gritted his teeth. “Mina.” Lifting her bottom up off the couch, he braced a hand on the padded arm by her head. “Put me where you want me, professor.”

Tingles roared through her whole body and she reached for his cock, guided it to her opening, and tipped her hips just enough to push him slightly into her quivering slit.

“Aw, sweet.” He pushed his hips forward, sliding in slowly, filling her, expanding and heating her, the lovely ache in her core expanding to sparkle through her whole being, in every secret place inside her.

He moaned, grumbled a cuss word, then pushed in further, deeper, until his hips hit her thighs, and his balls scratched against her butt.

“Yes, Rex.” She could feel a wave of invisible rays rolling steadily, building higher and higher.

He leaned down and kissed her. “You’re okay?”

“I’m yes okay. And you?” Her brain wasn’t functioning at its optimal capability, evidently.

He smiled. “Yes okay for me too.” Easing his hard shaft from her, he sucked in a breath. With his next movement, he slid himself all the way into her.

Stars spun in her brain, like a whirling universe all her own. “Yes, please.” She didn’t recognize the pleading as her own voice. “Harder, please take me all the way.” She wrapped her legs around his back.

“Mina.” His word came out on a growl. He released his grip on her ass and braced that hand on the other side of her head. “Hang on, Doc.”

She grabbed his shoulders and did as he asked.

Rex pulled out, slid in, and sped his movements, shifting his hips to the right, then the left, then up and down with each thrust.

The exciting changes in trajectory hit every part of her just perfectly, sending her floating on a cloud of sweet tingles.

He pumped faster, his mouth open and soft grunts coming from him. His eyes rolled back and closed. With perfect accuracy, he moved and thrust, shifted and drove in, pulled out and went back for more. Over and over he slid into her, the heat in her core swirling through her, sending her so close to the edge of her climax, she didn’t know how she held back, except that she wanted him to never stop. She wanted forever.

He shook, from hands to feet, and started jackhammering into her, straight and true, hard and fast, hitting her so deep, new feelings surfaced, nothing like she’d ever felt in her life. His pelvis rubbed perfectly against her clit, causing shards of pleasure buzzing through her.

She had no choice, her body let go, sent her soaring, spinning straight into space, dark and light whirling around her, sparks sending trails of pleasure to her skin. Everything concentrated on where he joined with her, her slick lips tingling, her core contracting around him, her belly jittering as she broke out of her body for one last spinning whirl, then slowly floated, drifted, glided.

Above her, his body jerked, his cock seated deep inside her, once, twice, holding deep inside as a low howl came from his chest and out of his mouth.

She wanted to raise her hands to touch him, but her body had no muscles left, no feeling, except where he joined with her.

A second later, he crashed down on her, smooshing the breath from her in the most perfect embrace she’d ever experienced. He rolled them onto their sides, his back against the back cushions, his arms tight around her, holding her flat against him.

Rex’s heart beat against her breast, fast and strong, and his breath brushed by her ear. They lay quietly for a few minutes. “Jeez, Doc. You should have warned me.” He kissed her temple and his body gave a quick shudder.

“Warned you about what?” Her voice came low and soft, her mind still spinning with a sweet aftershock of orgasm.

“How potent you are, how everlastingly perfect you’d be for me.”

She kissed his shoulder and snuggled closer. His words sent a happy ache to her heart. “I think it’s the chemical structure of the two of us together. It’s like we were meant to do this with each other.”

“Yep. Like we have magnetic properties in our electrically conducting bloodstreams.”

She backed away a few inches, her mouth dropping open. “You are amazing. You turned magnetohydrodynamics into a bedroom sport.”

“No sport, it’s serious business.” His mouth curved down. “I don’t want us to move forward like this, though. I want to clear up everything first.”

He was right. “I want you to believe that my lying to you was something I’ll never do again. I was so afraid, I didn’t know who I could trust. I went with the person who seemed the least likely to sell me out.” That night, she hadn’t known if she’d live until morning. “I had to withhold the information about Tory to make you more trusting of what I said.”

“I know, Mina. I don’t fault you for it. I’d have done the same thing.”

That surprised her. “I appreciate your saying that, but I’m not sure I believe you.” She gave him a smile to soften her words.

“When I was a kid on the res, I did a lot of lying to keep myself from getting beat up by the other kids. Sometimes it got me into trouble with the teachers, or with my parents. Even though I knew it was wrong, I felt I had to do it. I had to save myself.” He rubbed his thumb on her arm. “You were in the same position.”

“Thank you for sharing that with me. I carry a lot of guilt right now, but with your help, I think I’ll get past it.” Tight in his arms, anything was possible. When she’d been sitting in that copse of trees, listening to the gunfire, horrible things had gone through her mind, like why hadn’t she tried to talk him into turning Merle around and running? She knew he wouldn’t have. “You’re a brave man, Rex.”

“I am as brave as I have to be.” He winked at her. “Protecting you was the easy part. Coming to this college and facing you was a hell of a lot more difficult.”

Mina watched his face. “You were brave to make the first move. I don’t know that I could have done the same thing. I thought about camping out on your back porch until you forgave me, but…” She shrugged. “You know.” Her lack of courage embarrassed her.

“My crazy-ass neighbor?” Rex grinned.

“No.” She patted his chest. “My crazy-ass detective. When you realized I’d lied to you, it was like watching a wall go up between us. I didn’t think you’d listen to me, so I made that cryptic speech yesterday.” She closed her eyes, remembering how desperate she’d been. Maybe more desperate than when she’d been on the run.

He tipped up her chin. “It was those special powers of yours that brought out the superhero in me. Had me taking time off work to come and see you.”

“I’m very happy you did.” Emotion choked her throat, and words couldn’t make their way past it.

They lay for a while, quiet, not sleeping, though. Was he thinking about the same things she was? Where did they go now? How much could they expect from this? Was it just a once-in-a-while thing?

“So, okay.” His voice sounded unsure. “Stop me if I’m going too fast.”

She waited, but he just breathed, as if he didn’t know how to start. “I like fast. Slow’s good, too. What’s on your mind, Detective?”

“Doc, I think I’m going nuts, but I keep seeing…us getting together once in a while.”

He pulled back and looked into her eyes. “Like I said, stop me if I’m going in the wrong direction.”

She shook her head, happiness turning her lips up into a smile. “Right direction so far.”

“Good.” He took a deep breath. “So, what do you think of us meeting on the ranch when we can both get away?”

On the ranch? Halfway between Austin and Fort Worth, just like she’d daydreamed that day they’d ridden out on Merle. “I like the idea. But…where on the ranch?” She didn’t care for staying in the house he’d shared with his ex-wife.

“Bennet says he likes the foreman’s house. Better view, easier to get around in.”

“He wants to live there?”

“Yep. And with the insurance money I’ll be getting, I can fix and remodel the old place.”

She could imagine a fresh coat of paint on that lovely old house. “Bring it back to its old glory? I’d really like to see that.”

He grinned and stroked her short hair. “Aw, Mina. I’m glad you said that. I love that house.” His hand gently gripped her butt. “I’ve been thinking about turning part of the upstairs into a master suite. Put in a big bathroom, with a large tub where we could laze away the weekends.”

“It sounds perfect.” She rubbed her palm on his ribs. “Like a getaway.”

“If I put a deck off the bedroom, you could…have a telescope.”

Another burst of tears flooded her eyes. “Damn, Rex. How did you ever get to be so sweet?”

He laughed. “Sweet? Doc, if you think I’m sweet all the time, you’re going to be in for an unhappy surprise.”

“No, I’m not. You are sweet, and brave, and kind of funny in a snarky sort of way.”

“Uh, sure. If you say so.”

“In fact, I have the perfect test of your bravery.” He was not going to like this.

He just lifted an eyebrow.

“Tonight’s the night I meet my dad for supper every week.” After she said it, she wished she hadn’t. She was moving too fast. She opened her mouth to give him an easy out.

He shrugged. “Sure. I’m up for that.” His eyes shifted a little. “As long as he knows I’m the guy who kept you safe.”

“Oh, he knows.” Of course, it had taken her a while to convince him that Rex had good reason for not allowing her to call her dad to let him know she was all right.

“Just so I’m prepared, what does he teach?”

She pulled a face. “Law. Specifically, defense law.”

He jerked back. “Are you kidding?”

Mina shook her head slowly. “No. This should make for an interesting dinner, huh?”

“Huh.” He pulled her close and rubbed his jaw on her hair. “I knew you were gonna be trouble the minute I saw you on my back porch.”

She let herself relax into his arms, knowing he held her future—their future—in his big, beautiful heart. “Funny, I saw your face and thought, this guy is going to make me very, very happy.”

“I can do that, Doc. Just hang on and trust me.”

“I do, Rex. I trusted you with my life. Now, I’m ready to trust you with my heart.”

He pulled back and looked into her eyes.

She saw no fear in his gaze, only the twinkle of a silent promise made between two desperately searching souls.

The End
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Chapter One


Treven Arnett pulled his white straw cowboy hat down tighter on his head as a breeze blew across the infield of Wild Oak Speedway. The roar of the super stock cars’ engines surrounded him as drivers jockeyed for the lead in the race’s final laps. Dirt track racing had become his favorite live sport now that this part of Texas had installed its very own oval.

He’d volunteered to serve on the firefighting crew today, and had put in his hours during the morning race. Despite all the work he needed to get done at his ranch, here he sat, sipping a beer with another off-duty firefighter, watching the end of the race.

“One more, buddy?” Treven’s friend Clint reached into his cooler and pulled out a can of brew, water dripping from both the beer and Clint’s hand.

Treven could almost taste another ice cold pilsner slipping down his throat, but he shook his head. He needed to get home and get some work done. “Thanks, but I should get moving. The horses don’t breed themselves.”

Clint laughed as he opened the beer then ran his wet fingers through his short blond hair. “Not in this day and age, they don’t.”

The dozen thoroughbreds Treven owned and/or stabled on his property three miles away kept him busy and in property-tax and vet-bill money, but he had to work his ass off twelve to sixteen hours a day, most days.

“Ms. Delta Pennington.” The announcer’s voice blared from the speakers. “Our southern belle in the number thirteen car has taken third place from Randy Vinter, and is moving up fast to challenge Beau Trudeaux for second.”

Treven had gotten a peek at the lovely Ms. Delta as she’d inspected her car before the race. With her sunglasses on, he couldn’t see her trademark eyes, but her brown hair touched her shoulders in thick layers, and those sexy bangs blew around her forehead. She’d looked at him for long moments, nodded, then moved on.

Delta being the first woman to compete on this new track, Treven hoped she’d take first, or at least one of the top positions. He liked that she went after her passion in a male-centered world like stock car racing.

Treven stood. “I’m gonna make my way out.” He needed to cross the oval to get to the parking lot where emergency responders left their vehicles. “See you next weekend.”

“Next weekend, not before.” Clint responded, his blue eyes going serious.

Treven got moving, his boots kicking up dust as he strode across the newly-planted grass. The Wild Oak volunteer firefighters kept good karma coming their way by never admitting there might be another chance to see each other—like a fire at a local home or business.

The race cars circled the track for the second-from-last lap. As he walked, Treven rolled down the sleeves on his blue denim shirt and buttoned them, figuring he’d stop and pick up a few dozen bales of hay on his way home.

Nearing the oval, he slowed and waited, not stupid enough to cross the track until the race was over.

“Oh, lordy, look at that!” The announcer’s voice squeaked.

Treven swiveled his head as a car spun into the infield about fifty yards from him. He prepared to bolt one way or the other, but the dark blue car with yellow lettering slid to a stop.

Then exploded.
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Being an Indie is fun! I get to create novellas like Blind Sided for Cowboy Justice, a 12-pack bundle of novellas from twelve authors. The set includes TWELVE COWBOY LAWMEN who are so hot it should be criminal. The authors include me and eleven of my fabulous friends: Becky McGraw, Elle James, Donna Michaels, Lexi Post, Cynthia D’Alba, Susan Stoker, Delilah Devlin, Sable Hunter, Sabrina York, Randi Alexander, and Beth Williamson! I’m delighted to be with these eleven cowgirls who are some of the BEST storytellers in the business!

My addition is a Delos Series novella I created just for this 12-pack! Blind Sided is about a Texas deputy sheriff, Cade Patterson, who has loved Kara Knight from afar. Kara runs the Delos Home School in Clayton, Texas. Born into a wealthy family, she has been controlled by her father until she was eighteen. Now, at twenty-six, when Cade walks back into her life, everything changes. Her father called him trash from the wrong side of the tracks when they were teenagers but her heart knows different. The past collides with the present. Can their unrequited love blossom? Or will shadowy family secrets destroy any hope of a future that Kara desperately wants with this heroic Texas deputy?


Praise for Lindsay McKenna


“A treasure of a book . . . highly recommended reading that everyone will enjoy and learn from.”

—Chief Michael Jaco, US Navy SEAL, retired, on Breaking Point

“Readers will root for this complex heroine, scarred both inside and out, and hope she finds peace with her steadfast and loving hero. Rife with realistic conflict and spiced with danger, this is a worthy page-turner.”

—BookPage.com on Taking Fire
March 2015 Top Pick in Romance

“. . . is fast-paced romantic suspense that renders a beautiful love story, start to finish. McKenna’s writing is flawless, and her story line fully absorbing. More, please.”

—Annalisa Pesek, Library Journal on Taking Fire

“Ms. McKenna masterfully blends the two different paces to convey a beautiful saga about love, trust, patience and having faith in each other.”

—Fresh Fiction on Never Surrender

“Genuine and moving, this romantic story set in the complex world of military ops grabs at the heart.”

—RT Book Reviews on Risk Taker

“McKenna does a beautiful job of illustrating difficult topics through the development of well-formed, sympathetic characters.”

—Publisher’s Weekly (starred review) on Wolf Haven
One of the Best Books of 2014, Publisher’s Weekly

“McKenna delivers a story that is raw and heartfelt. The relationship between Kell and Leah is both passionate and tender. Kell is the hero every woman wants, and McKenna employs skill and s empathy to craft a physically and emotionally abused character in Leah. Using tension and steady pacing, McKenna is adept at expressing growing, tender love in the midst of high stakes danger.”

—RT Book Reviews on Taking Fire

“Her military background lends authenticity to this outstanding tale, and readers will fall in love with the upstanding hero and his fierce determination to save the woman he loves.

—Publishers Weekly (starred review) on Never Surrender
One of the Best Books of 2014, Publisher’s Weekly

“Readers will find this addition to the Shadow Warriors series full of intensity and action-packed romance. There is great chemistry between the characters and tremendous realism, making Breaking Point a great read.”

—RT Book Reviews

“This sequel to Risk Taker is an action-packed, compelling story, and the sizzling chemistry between Ethan and Sarah makes this a good read.”

—RT Book Reviews on Degree of Risk

“McKenna elicits tears, laughter, fist-pumping triumph, and most all, a desire for the next tale in this powerful series.”

—Publishers Weekly (starred review) on Running Fire

“McKenna’s military experience shines through in this moving tale . . . McKenna (High Country Rebel) skillfully takes readers on an emotional journey into modern warfare and two people’s hearts.”

—Publisher’s Weekly on Down Range

“Lindsay McKenna has proven that she knows what she’s doing when it comes to these military action/romance books.”

—Terry Lynn, Amazon on Zone of Fire.

“At no time do you want to put your book down and come back to it later! Last Chance is a well written, fast paced, short (remember that) story that will please any military romance reader!”

—LBDDiaries, Amazon on Last Chance.
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Dedication


To Rae Nobel, a wonderful, long-time reader of mine. She started reading my very first books in the early 1980’s. Sadly, she passed in December 2015, but I wanted to dedicate this story to her because I know she’s up there, reading them! Bless you, Rae. You are the best!


Chapter One
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Kara Knight felt the cinderblock Delos Home School vibrate beneath the rumble of a late Friday afternoon South Texas thunderstorm and grinned. She loved thunderstorms! She hurried from one classroom to another, making sure the windows were closed and locked. The winds gusted, pounding against the windows as Kara quickly shut each one. The July thunderstorm had met nothing but flat land with some rolling bumps, picking up energy and power from the nearby Gulf.

Loving the sound of the thunder, but hating the damage these storms could cause, Kara raced through the five classrooms and out into the kitchen and maintenance areas. There, she grabbed a huge dust mop. Her charity school was only one-story high. Since she had built it near economically deprived Clayton, it had flourished.

Earlier, the children’s parents had arrived at the school’s day care center before the storm hit. Molly, the latest hire and a teacher, had felt a sudden migraine coming on, rendering her dizzy and unable to do much of anything. Blaine, her fellow teacher, had driven Molly back to Clayton, the nearby town where they all lived. That left Kara to clean up the day care area and prep it for Saturday, when Blaine was scheduled to come in to assist with the children at the day care.

Her career as a teacher had been a major disappointment to her father, Jud Knight. His prejudice against anyone with less money than he had always hung over her head. She hated her father’s arrogance toward those who were poor and struggling. Thank goodness her mother, Pamela, was the opposite! She had supported her daughter’s dream of helping these underprivileged children get three square meals a day plus an education. Kara wasn’t sure what she’d have done if her Mom’s support hadn’t been there.

Kara learned about her mother’s background over time. She revealed that she’d come from a hardscrabble family and had hauled herself up through the ranks to become the owner of Clayton’s favorite, super-successful bakery. Kara’s father had met her, admired her spunk and her ability to create luscious baked goods and a thriving business, and wooed her until she gave in and married him.

Kara was just like her mom—feisty, independent, and wanting to make a difference in her community. Thank goodness Pamela had given the green light to Kara’s desire to be a teacher. She also supported her wish to work with Delos, the world’s largest charity organization, to bring a school and a day care center to this impoverished area of Texas. At a career fair at Texas A&M University in College Station, Kara had met the Delos people and instantly decided to work with them. Their eighteen hundred worldwide charities were not only in foreign countries, but also in the U.S.

Hunger and a lack of education were here also, and it was something Kara wanted to change in her own state. They offered her a job, gave her the help and funds to construct the Home School Foundation building in Clayton, plus add an all-important day care center. For Kara it was a match made in heaven. She felt as if she had the best job in the world because it was personally fulfilling to her on every level.

All her life, Kara had tried to ignore her controlling father’s harsh ways and words. Jud Knight was nasty, selfish, arrogant, and worth forty million dollars. His fellow Kenedy County citizens were well aware of his worth and the power of his influence. For that reason, during her four years of high school in Clayton, Kara had felt cursed by her father’s overbearing personality. When he decided she should be homecoming queen during her junior year—voila! She was homecoming queen.

When he wanted her to be a cheerleader, despite her lack of interest in being one—again, she found herself selected, even though she hadn’t even tried out like the other girls. She argued heatedly with her father, telling him she didn’t want it, that it wasn’t fair to the other girls who wanted to be a one. His abrupt answer was, “You’re better than they are. They’re all trailer trash.” Later, in her room, she’d cried in frustration, wanting anonymity, not popularity, because she was a shy introvert by nature. Her father didn’t care.

Outdoors, she heard the sudden pounding of small hailstones on the roof as she continued to clean up the huge day care facility. The last thing she’d do after sweeping and mopping, would be to arrange the desks for tomorrow morning. Everything had to be clean and ready to go for the nine a.m. arrival of the children on Saturday morning. She saw a flash of lightning so close that she winced, closing her eyes.

Suddenly, a man’s hand wrapped around Kara’s mouth, yanking her backwards off her feet. Her arms flailed and pain raced across her jaw where he gripped her. Kara tried to scream, but the man wrapped his other thick, hairy arm around her waist, pinning her against him.

“Shut up, bitch!” he snarled into her ear. His breath smelled of onions, making Kara want to gag. She struggled, kicking out, her arms trapped beneath the man’s powerfully muscled arm. He began jerking her side to side, and she felt as if he were trying to rip her head off her shoulders. Her mind reeled as he continued to drag her backwards, keeping her off balance. She heard him curse at her in Spanish.

“I’ll kill you, bitch. Now, stand still!” He pinched her nose shut with his thumb and forefinger, his hand still across her mouth, effectively shutting off her ability to breathe.

Gurgling in terror, her throat aching with a silent scream, her vision began to dim, and she fought harder, knowing she was going to die. Oh, God! No! No!

Black dots began to dance before her eyes as she began to pass out. Desperately, Kara lifted the heel of her boot, slamming it with all her might into the man’s foot. He howled with pain, letting her go.

Free! She was free! Barely conscious, Kara fell to her knees, then scrambled to get away on all fours. She heard him cursing. Outdoors, another thunderclap shook the air.

Escape! I have to escape!

Air exploded from her mouth as she wobbled to her feet, weaving, her balance off, as she turned toward her attacker. He was a stranger. His brown eyes were dark with fury, his black hair was short and close-cropped, and he was barely taller than she. He appeared to be in his late twenties. He had black tattoos around his thick, bull-like neck and down both his powerful arms. A gold ring hung from his left earlobe. He wore a white muscle shirt, showing off the bulky muscling, scaring her even more. There was no doubt this man lifted very heavy weights at a gym. His jeans were well worn and his combat boots, scuffed. He looked like a soldier to her. She saw a knife in a sheath against his left calf and the pistol he wore in a drop holster around his right thigh. The only thing missing was a set of dog tags around his neck. Instead, he wore a thick gold chain.

Shrieking, Kara tried to dodge his hand as his fist closed, his arm drawn back to strike her. Her mind wasn’t working right, deprived of oxygen, sodden with adrenaline. All she knew was that he was trying to kill her.

Why? Why is this horrible man trying to hurt me?

The moment his fist connected with the left side of her face, Kara heard a snapping sound, as if a huge branch of a tree had been broken inside her head, and everything went black. The last thing she remembered was sailing through the air, her arms wind-milling. And then, nothing.
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Sheriff’s Deputy Cade Patterson was waiting out the hellacious late afternoon thunderstorm. His cruiser was parked near the outskirts of Clayton as he watched the threatening sky become more and more ominous looking. There were tornado warnings out for the county, so he watched for any forming funnel cloud. Now it was dark, roiling, and ugly, lightning lacing, and turbulent clouds scudding swiftly across the dark sky.

The residents of Clayton, all thirty-five hundred of them, had sought shelter. Cade continued to keep an eye out for activity through his windshield, the wipers whipping back and forth in rhythmic time like a metronome. It was four p.m.—only an hour to go on his eight-hour shift as he sat behind the wheel and watched his white cruiser get its dusty surface blown away by the building winds.

There were two towns located at the east and west ends of Kenedy County. Although he lived in Sarita, the eastern town, his shift change would occur in Clayton, the western town. Then he’d drive twenty miles east down the two-lane highway to his home in Sarita. Having the weekend off was rare, and Cade had plans to rent a boat out at Padre Island and spend the weekend trolling for fish and then freezing his catch.

He dropped his black police Stetson onto the passenger side seat, wanting to get comfortable in his khaki long-sleeved shirt and dark blue trousers as he sat waiting out the storm. Cade put on his black baseball cap, which identified him as a deputy, preferring it to the Stetson if he had to go outside in this kind of weather.

As a kid, he’d liked thunderstorms, enjoying the display of nature’s wild fury, but not any more. He looked out at the gathering storm. In some ways, the explosiveness of the lightning combined with the pounding thunder reminded him of his black ops combat deployments in Afghanistan.

His mind flowed back to that time. He’d been in the Marine Corps from ages eighteen to twenty-four and he still considered himself a Marine, even if he was out of the service. Once a Marine, always a Marine. Wiping his shadowed cheeks with his hand, he remembered every mission behind enemy lines. As a covert spotter, he’d guide F-16 Air Force combat jets or A-10 Warthogs to Taliban targets, where they would drop their ordinances on the enemy. He liked being in black ops and he had been damned good at it. It never bothered Cade’s conscience that the Taliban died in those air strikes. They were the enemy—one more group of evildoers that would no longer be alive to injure, kidnap, or kill peaceful Afghan villagers.

Drawing in a deep breath, his thoughts moved farther back in time, though he resisted it. Cade did not want to go back to his childhood here in Clayton. His straight black brows drew downward. In the first eighteen years of his life here in this town near the Mexican border, there had always been one person who’d brightened his life.

Just the memory of Kara Knight’s large blue eyes fringed with long, sable lashes made Cade’s heart fill with yearning. His mouth thinned as he felt those old emotions bubble up to the surface. Why the hell couldn’t he just forget her? She’d been forbidden fruit for someone like him—a young man poor as a church mouse.

His dad, Walt Patterson, had established a plumbing business here in Clayton shortly after Cade was born. Twelve years later, Walt died suddenly of a heart attack. Cade and his mother, Tracy, lost everything: the man they both loved and depended on, the business that had been their only source of income, and finally, their home.

Tracy had been a stay-at-home mom because Walt had made enough money to allow it. But twelve-year-old Cade had no idea at the time how the world of finances worked; now, life would give him an accelerated course in the subject.

The day his father died, Cade’s life changed forever. His anger still sparked deep within him when he remembered Jud Knight, the richest man in the county, dropping by during visiting hours at the funeral home. He had a sneer on his thick, fleshy lips, his green eyes close set together, his narrow face arrogant looking. Cade had never liked Jud. His god was money, not people. Everything was measured by how much money you made and that was it.

Jud Knight had entered the visitor’s room and approached his mother, sitting on a couch alone with Cade’s thin arm around her shoulder.

“Damn, I’m sorry for your loss, Mrs. Patterson,” he rasped. “Clayton doesn’t have a plumber any more and we’re all in the shitter, if you get my drift.” Then, he spun around and left.

Cade had sat there, staring after the short, lean Texan who had once been a state champion bronco rider. At eighteen, Jud’s father, Gordon Knight, had made his son foreman of the Circle K Ranch. From then on, he became an egotistical rich man who disdained the “trash” of Clayton. He made no apologies for his brutal manner and he spat out “the truth” as he saw it.

Cade’s mother began to cry as Jud stalked off, the white embroidered hanky in her hand pressed to her eyes. And then, less than fifteen minutes later, Pamela Knight, Jud’s wife, entered wearing an elegant black dress with tasteful gold jewelry. Cade’s heart had leaped because her daughter, Kara, was at her side, looking wan and sad. Her soulful blue gaze met his and Cade felt tears jamming into his eyes. Fighting them back, he clung to Kara’s gaze, seeing the shyness in her delicate face.

Her sable hair was in a set of pigtails, small gold ribbons tied down at the end of each one. She too, wore a black dress that hung just below her knees. Kara looked beautiful to Cade. He felt some of the heaviness in his heart lift as her lower lip trembled and she gave him a small, shy smile of hello.

They never spoke to one another at school—they didn’t dare. Cade knew she was off limits to all but the rich boys. But at that moment he could swear that she was silently reaching out to comfort him. That moment was branded forever into his aching heart.

Pamela Knight had come over and gently patted his mother’s shaking shoulder, whispering heartfelt words of comfort to her. Kara had stood nearby, her gaze fastened on the floor, her small hands nervously gripping each other. Cade even remembered the black shoes she’d worn, and the black tights on her spindly legs. Her arms were ghostly against the darkness of the dress she wore and she looked scared. How Cade wanted to comfort her! But his mother needed him, so he stayed put.

He was mesmerized as Kara lifted her tiny, stubborn looking chin and boldly stared straight at him for a moment. They’d gone to grade school together, and now they were both in the seventh grade, but because she was the daughter of Jud Knight, he knew to leave her alone.

Jud had made it clear that the townspeople of Clayton were little more than white and brown trash. This part of Texas was filled with illegal immigrants in the area searching for a better life in America. Half the town was Latino and most of them were undocumented. The other half of the town was struggling white Texans. Knight had an “us against them,” attitude toward the Latinos, and utter disdain for the whites.

Cade had been raised not to see color. To him, every human being “bled red” and everyone had feelings and a heart that could be wounded. His father had taught him early on that everyone deserved respect, regardless of their economic status. Walt had been a Marine, serving his country before settling down to earn his livelihood as a plumber, and Cade was proud of his dad, who was half Comanche and half white. His father had the same skin color as their Latino neighbors on the poor side of their small town. Cade grew up with the same coloring as his father’s, never thinking anything about it until Jud Knight had embarrassed the hell out of him in the feed store when he was nine-years-old.

“Hey, Patterson,” Knight called across the busy store to his father, “what’d you do, take in one of those trashy illegals? Adopt the kid, maybe?”

His father quietly came over and told Knight to take his dirty mouth and get the hell out of the store or he’d do it for him. Cade remembered his head swiveling from one man’s expression to the other and briefly thought he detected fear suddenly leap into Knight’s narrowed eyes. He could feel his father’s rage barely in control, revealed only by his low, growling voice. He knew his father could clean Knight’s clock without a problem. His father was a Marine and Marines always protected those they loved.

Knight left abruptly, stomping out of Garcia’s feed store, leaving a stilted vacuum in his absence. Cade felt his father’s hand on his shoulder, warm and supportive. “Come on son, let’s go get that feed your mother needs for our cow, Bess.”

Nodding jerkily, Cade was glad his father turned, bringing him alongside him, arm around his tiny shoulders, protecting him from the eyes of so many other men in the store, watching as Jud had embarrassed him. He remembered looking down at his skin, that golden hue he’d always considered a beautiful color, especially when sunlight glanced off it. No, he wasn’t white like Jud Knight. What confused Cade was that the man knew that he was Walt Patterson’s son. It was then that he decided Knight was just a mean, evil person. And he’d never changed his mind about him since then. Cade already knew that the rancher called them trash because his father made a living as a plumber.

Wrenching his thoughts back to the present, Cade stared up at the ceiling of his cruiser, listening to the pounding rain that had enveloped Clayton, cleansing it. He surrendered, the memories insisting on flooding through him.

One of his fondest memories happened at his father’s funeral. Half the town came through that evening, paying their final, heartfelt respects to Walt Patterson. Military vets who were now civilians stopped at his open coffin and snapped to attention, saluting him. Others reached out to touch his cold, clasped hands. Some stood there, as if remembering something special about his father, tears in their eyes.

Cade’s heart pounded with so much grief, so much loss. He would never see his father’s wide grin again or hear that deep laughter that always made him smile in return. More than anything, his father loved him and his mother with a fierceness that defied words. Cade felt as if his world had been torn in two, never to be the same again.

It was when Kara Knight had shyly moved forward, her hand extended uncertainly toward him, lightly grazing his cheek, holding his startled gaze as he looked up. There were tears in her luminous blue eyes. In that moment, Cade felt as if they had made a magical connection with one another. He physically felt her care for him, her sadness for the loss of his beloved father, and that she wanted to help him in whatever way she could.

Without a word, she stepped forward as Pamela Knight chatted with his mother and wrapped her thin arms around his shoulder, pulling him forward so his head rested against her chin. Kara squeezed him as tightly as she possibly could, whispering, “I’m so sorry, Cade…so sorry. Your father was a great man, not like mine.” And then, she pressed her lips to his forehead in an innocent kiss.

Dragging in a ragged breath, Cade closed his eyes as the rain poured down even harder, the cruiser cloaked in a gray fog so he could see nothing around him. Kara’s warmth, her kindness at that moment, remained with him forever. It was the first and only time he’d been touched by her. His skin where she’d pressed that soft kiss still tingled as he remembered how it felt, and the scent of her sweet honeysuckle fragrance.

Even now, well over a decade later, Cade could still feel the warmth of her arms around him, hauling him tightly against her, feeling as if she were trying to transfer her love to him to protect him from the savage grief tearing through him. It was as if Kara knew how he felt inside, and he could feel her giving herself to him. That stunned him. As nasty and belligerent as her father Jud was, Kara was the complete opposite. He remembered sliding his free arm around her slender waist, holding on to her like a life preserver. She gave him so much in that one moment that to this day, it made his heart yearn for Kara.

When he’d returned to Clayton after leaving the Marine Corps, his mother had mentioned Kara to him. How could she know he held a dream of having her in his life? He was old enough at that time to know that women had their ways. And his mother, who worked part time at the local McDonald’s since his father had died, would always give him that mysterious smile.

Even in the Marine Corps, she’d email him to share the latest town gossip, and always mentioned Kara to him, as if keeping her at the front and center of his attention, not allowing him to forget her. His mother must have known that the one time little Kara had hugged him, trying to make him feel better even though his father was dead, something special had passed between them.

And Cade had been running from it ever since.

Knowing he needed to find a job after leaving the Corps, Cade had gone to the local community college to get a two-year law enforcement degree. His father had taught him to save his money starting from a young age. What he didn’t send to his mother of his monthly paycheck while in the Corps, he put into a bank account. By the time his enlistment was up, he had money to buy a house. He wanted to work for the Kenedy County Sheriff’s Department. With his background in black ops, Cade knew it was a good fit and so did Sheriff Parker. The gruff, sixty-five-year-old with a white handlebar mustache, had offered him a job immediately after his graduation. Another thing in his favor was that he was bilingual. He could speak Spanish as well as English. From time to time, his mother asked him if he’d seen Kara around. He said no, he hadn’t. His life now revolved around getting that degree, studying, and more studying. He had no time for a personal life yet.

Besides, he told his mother, Kara was off limits to him. She just gave him that secretive smile and noted that Kara was still single, even though her daddy had tried to marry her off to several rich men over the years.

Cade didn’t take the bait. He couldn’t. There was no way he was going to fight Jud Knight for his daughter.

After graduation, he bought a small home in Sarita, the headquarters for the sheriff’s department. He knew Kara worked at the Delos Home School, but fought the desire to see her. Getting a home twenty miles east of Clayton kept the distance he wanted. Sometimes, he had shifts where he worked out of his hometown of Clayton, like tonight. But he’d still get his gear, climb out of his uniform in the locker room, and get into civilian clothes before driving home.

That was twenty miles away from Kara Knight, because she now lived in the Latino quarter of this town. His heart pined for her, the longing so intense on some nights that it woke him up. Just once-as an adult now, not as a scared, grieving little boy, he wanted to go see her. But he was afraid of being rejected by her if he reappeared into her life.

There were times in high school when they would pass one another in the busy, noisy hall between classes. Kara was always popular at school, a cheerleader, surrounded by other girls who had affluent parents like her own. She always seemed ill at ease around the other girls who were like princesses vying for the queen’s attention.

Kara was actually shy, like him. Sometimes, he would be pressed against the lockers, books in hand, watching her entourage pass him by. She was always the center of attention. But it had been that way because her father was rich and powerful. Often Cade wanted to ask Kara how she felt about that, because all the attention seemed to drain her, just as it did to him.

There were rare moments when Cade would be outside the multi-story red brick school, jogging across the grass, heading to or from school, and he’d catch sight of her. She never wore clothes that were sexy looking, like so many other high school girls did. Prim and proper, she stood out because her clothing was modest. He remembered his mother saying that Jud Knight had uniforms made for her to wear to hide her body so boys wouldn’t be tempted to chase her. But Cade always looked at Kara anyway. He didn’t care what kind of clothing she wore.

And sometimes he got lucky and she’d lift that delicate, stubborn chin of hers, those wide blue eyes meeting and holding his longing stare. It was at those times when electricity seemed to fly back and forth between them. He was too young, too immature to understand that giddy sensation that swallowed him whole after she tore her gaze from him. But his heart would always race with wild, joyous abandon.

Later, after he’d had several relationships with women after he’d joined the Marines, Cade had come to realize what those feelings were really all about. He’d been too young to decipher his happiness when Kara’s gaze would accidentally meet his. And even now, Cade was afraid to name what he felt. He was old enough, at twenty-seven, to know what it was. But it could never be. He would never be financially wealthy. Jud Knight would always be disdainful of him. Yes, being a sheriff’s deputy held respect in the community, but not with Knight. He tarred and feathered law enforcement right along with everyone else in the county.

Opening his eyes, Cade stared unseeing as the cruiser’s windshield wipers swung back and forth, giving him glimpses of the gully-washing storm as it dumped all its water on Clayton. His mind kept circling around to one question: why was Kara still single? He knew her father wanted her married off so she’d become a broodmare and give him grandsons. That was Jud’s vision for his only daughter—the bearer of male progeny to run his damn ranch. Snorting softly with disdain, he moved around in his seat. Had her father run off all the suitors who had been interested in her? Had she spurned them? There were at least five times when that had happened, according to his matchmaking mother.

Was it her father who had broken up the relationships? Cade had thought so, and his mother said the same thing when he’d come home after leaving the Corps. As badly as he felt pushed by invisible hands to go see Kara, to find out what really was between them, if anything, Cade had resisted. He knew Jud Knight got into every man’s face who showed any kind of interest in her. Those who tried got hurt and got the message. He had no desire to take on Knight.

But he did feel sorry for Kara. The men who were driven off by her father had been judged to not be good enough for her, his mother had told him. Cade couldn’t understand why Kara tolerated her father’s heavy-handedness, but he reminded himself that she’d grown up beneath his controlling, dark shadow and knew nothing else. Had this drive only been a youthful fantasy? Yet, he’d had enough relationships in the military to know that what lay deep in his heart wasn’t fleeting.

Ever since Kara had held him with her child’s love and strength at that funeral parlor, Cade had been totally smitten by her.

His radio blared to life and he cocked his head toward it.

“Code 217 in progress at Delos Home School, Clayton,” the Sarita dispatcher announced over the radio. “Will the closest cruiser respond? Over.”

Frowning, Cade pressed the receiver on the radio he carried on his left shoulder. A code 217 was an assault with intent to murder. “Copy that, car twenty-two. I’m about a mile from there. I’ll take the call. Out.”

It was four-thirty p.m. The pall of rain was letting up. He flipped the lights on and put the vehicle into gear and swiftly drove the cruiser onto the highway. He knew exactly where that school was located. So who had turned in the burglary call? Who was at the school this late on a Friday afternoon?


Chapter Two
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Raw pain shot up through Kara’s face as she sat down on a chair in the day care center, gripping her cellphone in her hand. Her attacker had left. Or had he? Warily, she looked around, but her gaze was fastened on the opened door and entrance to the day care area. Stunned and hurting after regaining consciousness, she’d crawled to the chair and pulled her phone from her pocket to call 9-1-1. Dizzy, her ears ringing, she tried without success to stop the blood from pouring out of her left nostril. It felt as if half her face had been ripped off. The heat, swelling, and pain making her whimper. She was hunched over, praying that someone, anyone, would get here fast to help her.

The dispatcher on the 9-1-1 line said a Kenedy County sheriff’s cruiser was on its way. How far away was it though? Her hair hung like curtains on either side of her face as her bloody, slippery fingers carefully pressed against her nose. The pain was excruciating, so she stopped trying to examine the extent of her injury.

Shattered by the attack, Kara kept worrying that her assailant would come back. But everything was quiet in the day care center and out in the hall beyond it. The rain was slacking off, the thunder moving farther west, the storm passing quickly through the area. She heard the front door open and then close. Who was it? Her heart pounded hard in her chest. Was it the man coming back to finish her off? To kill her?

Stifling a cry, she straightened, tense in the chair, unable to walk much because her knees were feeling so weak. Her breath hitched as she saw a sheriff’s deputy appear in the entrance, his revolver drawn. A gasp tore from Kara—she couldn’t believe what she was seeing. The man wearing the black Stetson, dressed in a deputy’s uniform, was none other than Cade Patterson! She’d heard through the county grapevine that he’d come home three years earlier, but she had never run into him or seen him. His shoulders were so broad that she longed to simply lay her head on them and collapse into his arms. His light brown eyes were large, wide set, and assessing her, holding her distraught gaze.

“Kara!” He looked as shocked as she did. “What happened? Is there anyone else here?” he asked urgently, his head swiveling to take in the room.

“A man attacked me from behind…I-I don’t know why…” Her voice sounded young, like a scared child, not her normal alto tone. She saw that his eyes were filled with concern.

“Okay, stay where you are for a moment. I have to clear every room to make sure no one is still in here. I’ll be right back.”

She nodded. “I’m not going anywhere. I can’t walk. I’m dizzy.”

“I’ll be right back,” he promised.

Huge tears of relief squeezed out of her eyes. Kara wrapped her arms around herself, the blood dripping continuously down onto her white blouse, forever staining it. Cade was like a silent shadow, disappearing from her view as he moved down the hall, pistol drawn. Was her attacker still in here hiding? Waiting to jump her again? She felt so cold. So alone. And yet, Cade was here! He was the last person she’d ever expected to see and she was infinitely grateful it was him.

Kara had been hoping to see him on the street, maybe catch sight of him at the local diner or run into him at the grocery store. But she never had, until now. Gulping, hating the metallic taste of blood in her mouth, she swallowed, her stomach roiling.

“Kara?”

Cade’s voice was so close to her, she snapped her head up, gasping, not hearing him return to her side. He stood before her, sliding his revolver into the holster.

Her hand flew to her throat as she stared up at him. How tall he was! She remembered the boy of eighteen. That was the last time she’d seen him. Even though Cade had played football, the coach was always after him to put on more muscle, but he never had. Her gaze traveled up, from his narrow hips encased in dark blue gabardine trousers to the light khaki-colored shirt that stretched across his broad chest. And those proud, straight shoulders of his that looked as if they could carry the weight of the world on them. She knew from Cade’s hard, younger life, that he’d carried his mother who had been so broken by her husband’s unexpected death.

Words stuck in her tight throat as he crouched down close to her, placing his hand tentatively upon her upper right arm, his gaze melting into hers.

“Broken nose?” he asked gently.

“I-I think so…he hit me. That’s the last thing I remember.”

“I’ll call an ambulance,” he said, his hand reluctantly leaving her arm so he could make the call from his shoulder radio.

She looked beyond him, panicked, as he ended the call. “Is he still here, Cade?”

Shaking his head, he said, “No, no one’s here. We’re alone. Are you hurt anywhere else, Kara?”

Just the low warmth, the concern in his eyes, brought more tears. She choked and sobbed, “I-I don’t think so…I didn’t expect this…I don’t know who he was. He attacked me from behind. I got a look at him after I smashed his foot with my heel, just for a second before I tried to run from him.” Cade’s hand was stabilizing as he lightly moved it up and down her upper arm, as if to comfort her.

“We can cover all that later.”

“God, I wish my nose would quit bleeding.” She held up her bloodied fingers.

“Hold on,” Cade murmured, rising. He pulled out a white linen handkerchief from his back pocket, slipping it into her hand. “Press two fingers gently against the root of your nose and pinch the area as much as you can without causing yourself more pain. It should slow and stop the bleeding,” he said, crouching next to her once more.

Needing his comforting touch, she closed her eyes and held the handkerchief against her nose with one hand and pinched the root of her nose with the other. “I-I’m not hurt anywhere else. Bruised knees maybe, that’s all.”

Kara began to shake uncontrollably, barely holding herself together. Some of the bleeding was slowing down and that was good. Absorbing Cade’s masculine nearness, she felt like a thief stealing his light, his energy. Listening to the low timbre of his voice as he spoke to the dispatcher requesting a forensics team and back up, she once more felt that powerful swell of protection embracing her. And yet, Cade was not even touching her! Missing his hand on her arm, she needed to connect with him once again. It was a wild, unbidden thought and she couldn’t stop any of her rampant, twisting feelings from barreling through her right now.

Getting off his radio, Cade placed his hand on her shoulder and asked, “What can I get you? Anything? The ambulance will be here in about five minutes. It’s coming from the Clayton Volunteer Fire Department.”

“Just—you…I don’t need anyone else. Please don’t leave me, Cade.” She was prattling on, her voice high, off pitch, sounding nearly hysterical. She felt his fingers press gently into her shoulder, some unnamed emotion burned in his eyes for a moment, stunning her. She was no longer a moon-eyed child in love with Cade Patterson from afar. That look he’d given her just now was filled with more than concern. It was something much, much more and shock of another kind moved through her.

“I won’t leave you,” he promised. “Just try to relax. You’ve been traumatized, Kara. Everything’s going to be all right.”

His voice was like smooth, warm sunlight calming the choppy waters of her frantic, raw emotions. “I-I’m so scared…this has never happened before. I don’t understand it, Cade. I don’t…”

“After a doctor examines you, Kara, I’ll need to take your statement. I’m not going to try to do it right now. You’re too upset.”

“I-I’ll see you again, then?”

He smiled a little. “I’m like a bad cold. You won’t get rid of me that easily.” He saw her muster a faint, wobbly smile. She was physically trembling. “But let’s get you to the ER first, okay? After the doc patches you up, we can talk about what happened here.”

“I must look awful,” she whispered.

“You’re beautiful. Don’t ever forget that. Blood can be wiped away. The doc will fix up your broken nose and you’ll be just like new in no time.”

She was beautiful to Cade. His words flowed powerfully through her, warming her pounding heart, soothing away some of her fear and anxiety. “I never saw myself like that…”

“Your beauty has always come from your heart and your kindness to others,” Cade murmured, sliding his hand gently across her hunched shoulder.

Unhappily, she groaned, “I’m a mess, Cade. Look at my blouse. It’s ruined!” She gestured at the bloody material.

“Cold water will wash it out. At least, that’s what my mom always told me,” and he gave her a crooked, bashful grin.

She felt so much warmth coming from Cade, all of it unspoken, so deep and quiet, hidden within him until this moment. It was as if he had placed an invisible, warm blanket around her shoulders, a gesture of deep caring. “Your mother is a wonderful person, Cade. I often see her at the grocery store and other places around Clayton,” she said.

“When I was in the Marine Corps, my mother sort of kept me up on what was happening with you here in Clayton, Kara,” he replied. Amusement filled his tone. “I learned the cold water trick in the Marine Corps, as well. Got into a bar fight once,” he touched his own nose, “and broke it. The gunny sergeant had to talk to the local police department and plead to let us out of jail. Said he’d deal with us back at the naval station. He was the one that told me to clean up blood with cold water. Most gunnies are mother hens to the Marines they command.”

“You broke your nose, too?” She stared at his face for a moment, seeing a slight bump on it.

“Yeah, not my finest moment in the Corps,” he admitted wryly. “Is there someone I can contact for you to let them know about this attack, Kara?”

“No! I don’t want you to call my father and tell him what happened to me.” The words came out in a rush, filled with panic.

“Do you have someone else you’d rather me call? A man in your life? Your mother?”

Kara closed her eyes, dizziness sweeping through her. She hunkered down, pressing her back solidly against the chair, afraid she was going to pitch to the right for a second. Cade’s hand became firmer, as if he sensed what she was experiencing. It was that mental telepathy, that magical connection between them that had always existed, vibrating between them. It was here again, right now.

And never had Kara been happier to feel it. She opened her eyes after a moment, looking into his narrowed gaze. He was worried for her. “I live alone. There’s no one in my life.” She gestured slightly to the day care area. “This is my passion. I love what I do here, helping the kids learn English.”

“I’ll have to notify your mom, then,” he said, regret in his tone. “She’ll want to know for sure.”

“Okay,” Kara agreed reluctantly. “Just ask her to come see me at the hospital, please. I-I can’t handle my father’s king-size drama anymore.”

“Okay,” he said, pulling his cellphone out of his pocket. “Give me her number and I’ll give her a call after the ambulance arrives. It shouldn’t take her long to get over to the hospital to see you.”

“Good,” she whispered, suddenly feeling so weak she could literally melt into a puddle. “I’m exhausted.”

“It’s the adrenaline leaving your system. We call it ‘crashing.’ It’s a normal reaction to what you’ve experienced. Just sit and rest.”

His reassurance helped steady her. Did Cade know how calming he was for her? She had been hysterical before he arrived, sobbing and unable to stop crying. Again, she hung onto the soothing, deep timbre of his voice. It took away her fear and replaced it with a sense of safety she’d never known before now.

Cade had turned into a big man with a set of broad shoulders, not heavily muscled, but definitely in top shape. There was no fat on his body. Just the way he held himself in this crisis told her of his quiet strength. Tufts of black hair peeked above the white neckline of the T-shirt he wore beneath his shirt. Yes, Cade had grown into a man—a ruggedly handsome one, and it made her heart beat a little harder.

It was all so crazy! Kara was literally shaking from the adrenaline crash and he was holding her steady in the chair, his hand never leaving her arm. Emotions were whipsawing around, colliding with one another until she felt even wearier than before.

All she knew at this moment was that Cade would protect her. Every once in awhile, she would glance furtively toward the opened door, afraid that she’d see her assailant standing there. Cade, too, would routinely sweep his gaze around the room, to the entrance, the windows, as if expecting him to show up again, as well.

That frightened her, but she tried to stop the spiral downward into abject terror. She’d never been hit in her life and this had shattered her in many unexpected ways. Logically, she knew there was a police cruiser outside and that the man would probably see it and not come back to hurt her some more, but her emotions were running her right now.

The wail of the ambulance short-circuited the rest of her thoughts. Cade stood up, his hand tightening on her shoulder as if to keep her steady so she wouldn’t fall out of the chair. Two EMTs from the Clayton Fire Department entered the facility with their medical bags in hand. They knew Cade and greeted him warmly.

Kara’s world shifted when Cade stepped aside to allow the EMTs to examine and take care of her. She saw him walk to the entrance, keeping guard and remaining alert. She was relieved that he wasn’t leaving and she gave her attention to the EMTs who crouched down in front of her. Her last, fleeting thought was that she wished she’d had more one-on-one time with Cade. How badly she wanted to talk to him alone.

Kara had dozens of questions for him. They’d been separated when she was eighteen and she was twenty-six now. That was a long time to be away from someone you’d cared for once. Really, Kara had never thought she’d see Cade again. Something old and hidden deep within her burst open now, sending rays of hope she’d thought had died when Cade had left.

Perhaps she might be able to connect with Cade now. After all, she didn’t see a wedding ring on his finger. He was so good looking, confident, and gentle, Kara couldn’t imagine him without a woman in his life. For a moment, her hopes were dampened. She recalled when she was young dreaming of Cade being the only boy she ever wanted in her life. But her wish hadn’t come true. Then.
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Cade had to get a grip on himself. He felt as if a bomb had detonated inside him. He kept hearing Kara’s soft, broken words. Just—you…I don’t need anyone else. Please don’t leave me, Cade.

He knew very well that people, when traumatized, tended to be honest about their feelings. In fact, people who hid behind masks often had them ripped off in a moment of shock. Kara’s honesty cut deeply into his heart, reminding him how much he’d dreamed of her at his side for a lifetime when he was a teen.

Kara didn’t wear a mask, nor was she manipulative, like her old man. Thankfully she’d never turned into a female version of crafty, greedy Jud Knight. Instead, she’d taken after her very kind, warm-hearted mother, Pamela.

His throat tightened as he stood nearby, watching the EMTs work quietly around Kara, calming her. Whoever had hit her had meant to break her nose. Trying to suppress his rage, he knew he had plenty to do when they took Kara out of here. Already, a forensics team was on their way here. If they could look at tire treads or boot prints in the parking lot or anything else, they might get a lead on her attacker. But Cade wasn’t holding out much hope of that because the recent thunderstorm had probably washed them away. But inside the building, the team might be able to lift fingerprints or DNA from her attacker.

Cade knew he’d be busy well into the evening. When he got done with his investigation here, working with the photographer and forensics team, he’d drive to the hospital and take Kara’s statement. His weekend going fishing wasn’t going to happen now, but he wasn’t disappointed about it.

His spirits lifted as he thought of being able to see Kara alone. At last…a dream come true. Cade was scared because the lawman in him knew this break-in could either be a one-time thing or worse, it could be someone after Kara. That grim knowledge made him want to find some clue that would lead to the attacker’s capture. Maybe when he talked to Kara, he’d find out more.
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It was nearly nine p.m. when Cade finished up with the investigation team at the school. The weather was humid from the Gulf air smothering the area after a second line of thunderstorms rolled through in the early evening hours. He talked to the ER physician who had seen Kara; she wanted her to stay overnight for observation. Kara had sustained a mild, level two concussion. Clamping down on his anger toward her unknown attacker, Cade took the exit stairs up to the second floor of the three-story hospital where she was being treated.

Because it was after visiting hours, he checked in at the nurse’s station to get directions to Kara’s room and give them his name and badge number. No one was allowed on the floors after eight p.m. without good reason and it was a good security measure.

Cade was glad to see Kara had a corner room, a private one. The door was closed so he knocked lightly before entering, not wanting to scare the hell out of her. The TV was on with the volume turned low. He walked through the outer area where the bathroom was located and halted at the second entrance. Kara had heard him and was sitting up in bed, wearing a light blue gown, the covers pooled around her waist.

“Hey,” Cade called softly, removing his Stetson, “sorry to be so late getting here. How are you feeling?” Hungrily, he scanned her shadowed features, all the lights off except for the TV.

“Hi,” she said, her voice rough. Clearing it, she said, “That’s okay. Come on in, Cade.” She gestured to a nearby chair on the left side of her bed. Picking up the remote, she turned off the TV. “Go ahead and flip on some lights,” she told him.

Nodding, he pushed one switch on, the lights farthest from her bed. Getting a good look at Kara’s face, he saw her left eye had swollen shut and the surrounding flesh a deep purple-bluish color. She had a chemical ice pack in her hand that she’d been putting on it.

“Do you have a headache?” he asked, pulling up the chair and setting his tablet on the edge of the mattress near him.

“I did. The nurses gave me some ibuprofen earlier. It really helped reduce the swelling around this eye.” She grimaced, giving him a worried look. “I look awful. I saw myself in the mirror when I went to the bathroom earlier.”

Her hair was mussed and in need of a good brushing. His fingers itched to pick up that brush on the bed stand and do just that, but it was out of the question. That would be a highly intimate gesture and Cade knew it. “Well hey,” he teased, giving her a slight smile as he sat down, “give it a week or two and you won’t have that black eye any more. How’s that nose of yours feeling?”

She sat back on her bed that had been raised, stuffing the pillows around her back and relaxing. “The doctor said that horrible breaking sound I heard in my head was the bone breaking. It sounded much worse than the break itself.” She gently touched her swollen nose. “It’s fractured, but the good news is there won’t be any surgery, thank goodness.”

“Good,” he said, opening up his tablet, getting ready to use it for his report. “Did you get to see your mom earlier?”

“Yes. She was shocked that I was attacked. I told her I was fine, which was a lie. I just didn’t want her to worry. She believed me. I told her I’d call her tomorrow morning after the doctor released me from the hospital.”

“What about your father?”

“He was in Houston for a conference. Mom called him immediately after she talked to me and said I was going to be fine. I guess he didn’t believe her and he’s flying home right now. He’s supposed to arrive soon.” Looking away for a moment, she admitted distastefully, “I don’t really like seeing him these days.”

Leaning over, Cade set his Stetson on the bed stand. He heard the pain in her voice. “When I was around, I remember that you never wanted to go home at night after school.”

She tilted her chin, studying him in the low light. “We don’t get along. We’ve never seen eye-to-eye on anything, and I hated his efforts to control me.” She pushed her damp palms against the light blue bedspread. “Probably sounds awful, but that’s the way it is.”

“Your father isn’t exactly a warm, fuzzy person, Kara.”

“No, and I’m the softy in the family,” she said, her lips lifting a little. “He’s always called me ‘marshmallow,’ and it was never said nicely, believe me.”

He saw the weariness in her shadowed blue gaze as Kara picked nervously at a loose thread she’d found on the bedspread. Cade knew she was shy by nature and rarely made eye contact with anyone—even him. It looked like some things about her hadn’t changed.

“But the kids you teach and have in day care love that side of you,” he said gruffly. She lifted her head, and he saw the tears swimming in her eyes. She swallowed several times, battling them back.

“You say the nicest things, Cade. I wish…,” and she opened her hands, leaning back against the pillows, “I wish we could have known one another better back in school. I knew you would understand how I felt now.”

“Things were different then, Kara. I was from the wrong side of the tracks and your father didn’t want white trash around you.” He saw pain come to her eyes and instantly regretted his harsh comment.

“No one should ever be told they’re white trash. He was wrong to do it then and now.”

“He hates anyone who doesn’t look like him, and who isn’t as rich as he is,” she muttered angrily, shaking her head, giving him an apologetic look. “I’ve never seen anyone as prejudiced as he is.”

Cade wanted to get off that topic. “The only thing we can change, Kara, is the present and ourselves.”

She sighed. “You’re right. When you stood in the entrance of the day care center, I didn’t realize it was you until I looked closer at your eyes and mouth. Getting away from Clayton has done you good. You look great, Cade.”

“Thanks.” How badly he wanted to get personal with her. It was a selfish desire on his part and Cade knew he had other reasons for being here. “Life has a way of shaping or reshaping us.” He held up his tablet. “Are you up for me taking a report on what happened to you?”

“I can’t sleep. My mind and emotions are a jumble,” she admitted. “Go ahead and ask me your questions for my statement.”

“You’ll feel better tomorrow morning,” he reassured her, making a few touches on the screen. There was a warm light glowing in Kara’s eyes, and Cade tried to tell himself it was his crazy-assed imagination at work. Getting down to business, he asked her exactly what had happened at the day care center.

When Kara finished her story, she added, “I have no idea who that man was.”

“Would you have time to look at some photos? Your assailant might have a criminal record. I’m hoping forensics can find a good set of fingerprints from him at the day care center.”

“Sure, I’ll go with you and try to identify him. But is the sheriff’s department open on Saturday?”

“Absolutely. Crime stopping doesn’t take a holiday—we have three shifts, seven days a week. I think we can handle your visit to identify this dude, if possible.”

“Will you be there?”

He heard the quiet strain in her tone and realized she was still terrorized. “It’s my case, so I’ll be there.”

“I’m so glad…” Giving him a distraught look, she added, her voice a hoarse whisper, “I have this horrible feeling that he’s still around. I can feel him nearby, Cade.”

Brow furrowing, Cade heard the fear in her whisper. “You can feel him nearby?”

Shrugging, she said, “My mom is very psychic and I get it from her. My feelings have saved me from a lot of trouble, and once I avoided an accident by listening to them. I know this sounds crazy—”

“No, it doesn’t. When I was in combat over in Afghanistan, there were times I had only a raw, primitive knowing that saved my butt. I’m not going to make fun of your knowing, Kara.” At that moment, the hair on his neck stood up. Cade knew it was the sign of a threat and he snapped his gaze toward the doorway.

Jud Knight, dressed in a designer, blue pinstriped business suit, halted in the entrance, his narrowed gaze settling on his daughter.

“Kara,” he demanded, “Are you all right?”

Cade said nothing, remaining silent, watching the man enter the room like he was a king. Every instinct in him wanted to throw Knight out of the room as he came and sat down on the edge of Kara’s bed, his hands lightly framing his daughter’s swollen face.

“I-I’m fine, Father, really,” Kara pulled away, wanting to avoid any contact with him.

“How did this happen?” he asked, his voice rising. “Tell me everything.”

Kara scooted back against the bed, wrapping her arms across her body. She told him what had happened in as few words as possible.

Cade saw Knight’s face grow black with rage as he continued to study his daughter.

“I don’t know him, Father. I was telling Deputy Patterson earlier about it. I gave him a full description of the man.”

Knight got to his feet, glaring across the bed at Cade. “What are you doing about this, Deputy?”

“Ms. Knight is coming tomorrow to look through mug shots at the sheriff’s office. By that time, my forensics team should have collected all the evidence that they could find resulting from the assault. And maybe some fingerprints left behind, if we get lucky.”

Knight’s fists knotted, standing tensely, looking between his daughter and the deputy. “He could have killed her!”

Cade was used to this man’s drama tactics. “But he didn’t. Your daughter fought back and saved herself.”

“No thanks to you and your law enforcement,” Knight ground out.

Ruffled, but hiding it with his game face, Cade stared at the man whose arrogance dripped off him. His chin was thrust forward, his hands curling into fists. He wasn’t going to verbally spar with Knight because he saw how stricken Kara was beginning to look because of her father’s nasty reaction toward him.

“Father, I’ve had enough anger for one day,” Kara said abruptly. “I’m fine. You can leave now.”

“Your mother said you’d be released from this hospital tomorrow morning?”

Wearily she replied, “Yes.”

“Then you need to come home and stay with us at the ranch after this attack.” He lifted his index finger, shaking it in her general direction. “We built you a small house on the ranch years ago. It’s ready for you to move in and make it your home. You’ll be safe there, Kara. No one will beat you up like this goon did at the day care center. It’s time you returned to us and learned how to run the ranch. Someday, you’ll be a foreman. You need to quit this stupid Delos charity job and come home. That’s all there is to it.”

Cade saw Kara’s eyes widen, and even her swollen one opened wider for a moment.

“I’ve heard this from you before, Father. I’m not quitting my Delos job and I’m not moving back to the ranch. I made that clear a long time ago. Nothing has changed.”

Cade saw Knight’s mouth tighten. He silently applauded her for taking charge and not allowing the bastard to run her over as he had when she was still under age.

“Now listen here, young lady—”

“Mr. Knight,” Cade said in a firm, authoritative voice, slowly unwinding from the chair, “your daughter has been through a lot today and she’s traumatized. I’d like to suggest we leave her to rest for now. I’m sure you can hold this type of conversation for a later date when she’s gotten some rest and feels better.”

Knight glared at him, his jaw jutting out, as he considered the suggestion.

“Go home, Father. When I’m released tomorrow I’m going back to my house to clean up. Then, Deputy Patterson is going to drive me to the Kenedy County Sheriff’s Department to look at mug shots to see if I can identify the guy who did this to me. I won’t be going out to the ranch for any reason.”

Her jaw was set and Cade smiled inwardly. Kara might look soft, but she had her father’s stubborn chin and a backbone of steel when she chose to use it. Father and daughter stared at one another like two pit bulls gauging each other’s strength. There was no real love between these two. Cade felt sad for Kara because right now, she needed to feel loved and safe. Jud Knight was clearly incapable of either.

“Okay,” Knight muttered, displeased. “But if you need anything you let me know, understand?”

“You’ll be the first to know,” Kara said. “Thanks for dropping by.”

Cade wondered how often she’d said those same words to Knight. There wasn’t a hint of parental love in the man’s face for his daughter. That raked Cade’s emotions the wrong way. If anything, Kara needed to be comforted right now and God help him, he wanted to be the man to do just that.

“You must call us tomorrow morning after you leave the hospital. I want to know how you’re doing, Kara.”

“I will. Goodnight, Father.”

Cade held the man’s hard look in his direction. He could see Jud wanted to say something to him, but had second thoughts. Knight turned on his heel and stormed out of the room. He couldn’t he even kiss his daughter or hug her goodbye? Was this how Kara had lived for eighteen years under his roof? The thought chilled Cade. Now he was seeing her family dynamics up close and personal. It left a very bitter taste in his mouth. He knew Pamela Knight. She was the soul of kindness and had passed it on to her daughter. It was a good thing her mother was there for her. Cade could see the devastation in Kara’s eyes from that confrontation with her brutal, unfeeling father.

The room became silent once more.

“I’m sorry you had to see that,” Kara whispered, giving him a look of regret.

“Has he always been that way with you?”

“I’m afraid so.” She struggled and managed a weak smile. “He often told me the only way marshmallows—that was me—got toughened up was to treat them like they were in boot camp.”

He fought down his disgust for Kara’s sake and walked over to her bed. Gently, he asked, “Is there anything I can get you before I leave?”

“Could you close the door for a moment, Cade, please? I need to share something with you.”

Surprised by her request, but keeping his game face on, Cade shut the door. What was this all about? As he turned, he brought over the nearby chair and sat beside her bed. He knew he was tall and sometimes looked threatening to many people with his uniform on, so Cade sat down. “What’s going on?”

She moved her hand nervously across the front of her gown. “Cade, would you…could you stay with me tonight? Here?” Her voice grew strained. “One of the nurses told me earlier they could roll another bed in here because it’s such a large room. You could guard me just for tonight, couldn’t you? Because I feel like this animal wants to kidnap me or do something awful to me if he catches me again…”


Chapter Three
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Cade tried to hide his surprise, but his heart rose for a moment, sensing there was hope that he could, in fact, be the man to support her. He reminded himself that Kara’s tentative request wasn’t about intimacy—she was simply terrified and saw him as protection. He was, after all, a deputy sheriff. Trying to tamp down his need for her on a personal level, keeping all his rising hopes at bay, he rasped, “Yes, I can do that.”

“Are you sure?”

“I’m finished with my shift. I’m on overtime right now because of your case. If you feel this perp is still around, I’ll stay and bunk in with you so you can get a decent night’s sleep here.”

She offered a thin smile. “No one sleeps well in a hospital.”

Unable to resist a grin, Cade got up and rolled his shoulders to get rid of the tension. “That’s true. I’m going to go talk to the night staff, Kara. I’ll be right back.”

She nodded, relieved. He resisted the urge to reach down and gently pull her into his arms. He knew this was what Kara needed more than anything—just to be held by another human being. This wasn’t about sex. It was about care of another person when they needed it the most.

He had noticed how she tended to hold herself with her arms wrapped around her waist. He was adept at reading facial expressions, body language, and tonal variations, and this one gesture told him that Kara felt raw and unprotected, believing the world around her was threatening. Holding herself like that also meant she was struggling to keep her emotions at bay.

Cade wanted to give her what she really needed, but couldn’t. It would be too easily interpreted as an intimate gesture, crossing a line that should never be crossed between a law enforcement officer and someone being assisted.

Moving quietly out of the room, Cade went over to the nurse’s station, where two women were on duty for the overnight shift. His emotions were still raw thinking about Knight’s behavior toward his daughter and Kara’s strong intuitive belief that the perp was still around.

He knew the hospital had set up excellent security measures because he’d worked with the staff six months earlier, putting them into place. Out of habit, Cade’s gaze swept the quiet, nearly darkened area. The main double doors to the ward were closed and he tested them to make sure they were secure. They were.

He introduced himself to the two new nurses who had recently come on for their shift and shared with them Kara’s unease. Both older women gave him a look of understanding.

“It could be she’s still in shock,” one suggested.

“I know Kara,” the blonde nurse spoke up. “She’s very psychic—almost scarily so. She warned me one time that my son, Timmy, should be careful where he rode his bike the next day. Darned if she wasn’t right. Timmy had an accident and ended up with a broken toe. I believe if that’s how Kara feels, Deputy Patterson, you’d best believe her.”

The other nurse grimaced. “Well, we need to stay especially alert tonight, then, Olivia.”

“I’ll get up and make rounds about once an hour,” Cade reassured them. “And if you hear, or see, or sense anything out of the ordinary, come and get me in Ms. Knight’s room.”

“Oh, good,” Olivia said. “We don’t need a monster like that trying to get into our hospital.”

“No,” Cade agreed, “we don’t. Can you dial me security, Olivia? I want to talk to whoever’s in charge of the night shift. I want them on their toes about this situation, too.”

By the time the two nurses rolled the visitor’s bed into Kara’s room, she was lying down. In no time, they had the bed prepared for Cade. After they left, he made sure the door was slightly ajar, wanting to acquaint himself with the normal sounds within the ward. He turned and saw that Kara had opened one eye. The other was swollen shut, and he wished he could take away her pain.

“I’m going to sleep,” she mumbled. “I feel so tired.”

He walked over, pulling the covers up to where her hands rested at her waist. Cade had to struggle not to get too personal with her. “Stay warm, okay? I’ll be up and down all night, so don’t be alarmed if you wake up and hear me moving around. The doors to this ward are locked. Security downstairs knows about the potential threat, so everyone here is on high alert.” He slipped the bedspread into her waiting hands. “You’ll be okay, Kara. Get some sleep. I’ll see you in the morning.”

Cade watched as one corner of her mouth hooked faintly upward. She was lying on her right side, the puffiness and swelling on the left side of her cheek making it impossible to take any other position unless she slept on her back or belly, which he doubted she would do under the circumstances. Her hair, even in the low light, gleamed with amber threads among the sable strands. An ache began in his chest and, without thinking, he touched her hair as he watched her quickly drop asleep. Right now, Kara was frightened and in need of a sense of protection. Cade could give her that. He wanted to do that for her.

Another part of him was filled with deep anger as he silently moved away from her bed. Flexing his hands, he wanted to plant a fist into Jud Knight’s smug face. Now he was getting a taste of what Kara had lived with daily as she grew up in that dysfunctional ranch family. How Pamela Knight could love someone like him was beyond Cade’s understanding.

His bed was about six feet away from Kara’s, and he loosened his belt, placing his holster and pistol on a rolling tray that sat nearby. He would keep his boots and clothes on in case there was trouble. All he’d have to do was grab his weapon.

There was a sliver of light cascading through the partly cracked door, enough for him to see easily, should he have to get up and maneuver around Kara’s bed. Glancing over at her shadowy form, he saw how the blankets, pulled up to her shoulders, delicately outlined her body. Hungrily, he noted the curves and valleys of her silhouetted profile, appreciating her flared hips and the outline of her long, slender legs.

Kara had been a skinny little girl in grade school and had started to fill out in junior high. By high school, she was a beautiful, but untouchable young woman, bursting with promise. As Cade lay down on his back, punching the pillow into place beneath his head. In grade school, Kara had always loved to put her long brown hair into a set of braids. Cade remembered that every day, she would wrap a velvety, colorful ribbon around the end of each one.

Closing his eyes, sliding his hands behind his head, he felt his body begin to relax for the first time today. Cade had learned to tell by the color of the ribbons how Kara was feeling. He’d never talked to her, but observed her from afar.

When she seemed very sad, she seemed to choose blue ribbons. Had that been a day when her father had taken her to task by deriding her and making her feel bad about herself? Verbal abuse by calling her a “marshmallow?” Or something worse and shaming?

On the days she wore red ribbons, she was ebullient, smiling, laughing, and more outgoing. Were those days when her father was out of town, perhaps away from the ranch, giving her respite from his daily dark shadow?

He had so many questions for Kara. The shock of seeing her suddenly after so many years was still flowing powerfully through him. Cade was sure it was going to take time before he got over the jolt of that unexpected meeting. Dreaming about Kara was one thing. Seeing her in person was, Wow!

Sighing, Cade felt the first evidence of exhaustion, which had been stalking him since Kara’s assault. He had one ear keyed to Kara’s soft breathing while the other ear registered the noises outside the room at the nurse’s station.

And miraculously, Kara was only six feet away from him. Six feet! He knew that for the next week, Kara would be feeling pretty much out of balance, dealing with the shock of being attacked. That black eye and her swollen cheek would be painful. He wondered if she’d try to teach school on Monday. Knowing Kara, she probably would.

If nothing else, she was a devoted, passionate person and the Delos Home School had been her vision from what his mother had told him. Kara had manifested it on behalf of the people of Clayton. At least, that was the word from his mother, who thought she was truly an angel come to earth to help the less fortunate.

When the sheriff’s department hired him a year ago, after graduation, he was told all about the local businesses. His heart had leapt when his supervisor mentioned that Kara Knight was the administrator for the Delos Home School, and from that moment on, Cade had fought going to see her. He couldn’t face the possibility of rejection, and he figured she was probably married or had a boyfriend.

That was another shock—to discover she had neither in her life. Did it leave room for him? For them to explore the possibilities? He’d loved her from afar from the moment they’d met in the first grade until he’d graduated from high school and gone into the Marine Corps. And even then, Kara had stayed in his heart, though she’d never realized it.

Because of his black ops background, Cade didn’t allow himself to sleep deeply. He automatically woke up an hour later and lay there, waiting and listening. Maybe by morning, Kara would feel better. It bothered the hell out of him knowing her assailant might still be around, waiting, watching. Why had he attacked her? Was it a robbery gone wrong? Had the perp thought everyone was gone from the school and been surprised by Kara being there?

There were a lot of robberies around Clayton, mainly because it sat so close to the Mexico border. Undocumented workers coming through weren’t likely to steal from Clayton, but the Gomez drug cartel was right across the Rio Grande in McCall, Texas, which was only thirty miles away from Clayton. The town suffered because a main, less-used highway, stretched between it and Sarita, a favorite of drug soldiers trying to bring drugs into the U.S. He had no answers, just a lot of damned, unanswered questions. Kara was probably collateral damage on a robbery gone wrong. From the description she gave of her assaulter, Cade was fairly sure he worked for the Gomez cartel.

[image: *]*

Kara felt drugged when she awoke the next morning. The clock on the opposite wall read nine a.m. With a start, she sat up. She’d never slept so late before! The door was closed and she saw the other bed was rumpled, but Cade was gone. She touched her swollen cheek and to her relief, it felt slightly better, not as fiery. The throbbing had reduced a lot.

Dragging herself out of bed, she put on the pair of socks the nurses had given her and went to the bathroom. Her bloody clothes had been placed in a plastic bag and she had nothing else to wear. She wrinkled her nose, smelling the dried blood on her white blouse as she opened it up. The blue hospital gown was chafing her sensitive skin and she wished for the silk, knee-length nightgown she wore at home.

After taking a shower, Kara reluctantly pulled on her clothes from yesterday. She wished she could hide the blood all across the front of her blouse, but she couldn’t. She did feel better after getting her teeth brushed, her hair washed, and taking a good, hot shower.

She decided she looked pretty ugly as she studied the left side of her face, but at least now her eye wasn’t completely swollen shut and she could see out of it. She noted how pale her skin was as she used the dryer on her hair.

Her heart turned to Cade. How badly she had yearned for him to come over and wrap his strong, caring arms around her yesterday. She swore she saw longing in his expression, but she was afraid to trust her inner knowing. She’d been so shocked by the assault that she was beginning to question her own intuition. And her sense that the man who assaulted her was still hunting for her, was probably only her overactive imagination because her emotions overrode her normal logic and common sense yesterday. Cade had taken her at her word and for that, Kara would be forever grateful to him for remaining with her so she could sleep deeply last night.

Just as she was stepping out of the bathroom, she spied Cade entering her room. He hadn’t shaved and the darkness of his beard gave a dangerous, masculine cast to his face.

But that didn’t scare Kara. Instead, her whole body responded purely on a feminine level to him, woman-to-man. His black Stetson sat low on his brow and he looked official, on guard, his gaze locking and holding with hers.

She, on the other hand, felt disheveled.

“Hey,” she said, “is everything okay out there?”

Cade halted, quickly perusing her from head to toe, then returning to her eyes. “Everything’s quiet. How are you feeling, Kara?”

Her skin flushed beneath that gruff question. Yes, her dormant sexual self was coming online. He wasn’t trying to hide behind that game face he wore last night. This morning, for whatever reason, Cade looked vulnerable, just as she desperately needed him to be with her.

“Better. My cheek isn’t as swollen,” she said, barely touching the area with her fingertips.

“Are you in pain?”

That was a loaded question and one she didn’t want to answer here. Maybe never. “No. There’s just a bit of throbbing, but not much. Not like yesterday.” Managing a slight upturn of her lips, she added, “At least I can see out of my left eye now. It’s opened up a little. That’s progress in my book.”

“Good,” he murmured. “In another day, it will look even better. The worst is over.”

“Says the guy who’s had a black eye before. Right?” she teased, seeking the warmth entering his expression. What would it be like to be bold enough to walk up to Cade, wrap her arms around his neck, and draw him against her? The thought was filled with possibilities and Kara didn’t try to dodge the feelings that were growing by the second for him.

The man was a babe magnet, no question. His youthful features had filled out, his body had matured, and to her, he looked beautiful in a very alpha male sort of way. Even now, she could feel a twinge deep in her body, a signal that it too, was interested in him on more than a casual friendship level.

A sour grin tugged at Cade’s mouth over her question. “Yeah, I’ve had a few black eyes in my day. I’m practically an expert on them. Are you ready to sign out? Your doctor just came in to make her rounds and she wants to see you. I can drive you to your home afterward if you’d like.”

“Yes, I would appreciate that. Thank you, Cade.”

Cade became serious. “What I’d like to do, if you feel up to it, Kara, is to get you home so you can change your clothes and get something to eat. Then, I’ll drive you to Sarita to see if you can identify your assailant from our identification database. Afterwards, I’ll take you to the Delos Home School so that you can pick up your car and go home. How does that sound?”

“Wonderful.”

“Are you dizzy at all? You were yesterday.”

Shaking her head, she said, “No, I feel much better today.”

“It’s the fine care you got here by the folks at the hospital,” he agreed.

No. That wasn’t the total reason, although the hospital staff had been caring and wonderful. The other reason was Cade. But Kara wasn’t about to tell him that. She had no idea how he’d react to her honesty. “Everyone has been very kind to me here.”

“They’re like that. I see you slept long and hard.”

“How much sleep did you get?”

Cade shrugged those capable shoulders of his, her fingers itched to slide across them and feel the power within him.

“Enough to keep operating today. I’m sure tonight I’ll crash and burn in my own bed.”

“You live in Sarita?”

“Yes.”

Kara wished he lived in Clayton. There was twenty miles between the two largest towns in the county.

Studying her, Cade asked, “Are you still feeling that the perp is around this morning?”

Relieved that he respected her intuition, Kara said, “Yes, and I wish I didn’t, but I do feel it…feel him. And I feel so violated…” Giving him a rueful look, she added, “Sometimes, I think I’m making it up because of getting hit yesterday. Normally, my intuition is good.”

“I trust what you know, so don’t worry about it. And it’s all the more reason for me to take you home.”

She gave him a grateful look. “I’m so glad you’re here, Cade. I trust you. I always did.”

“Well,” he said, giving her a reassuring look, “you keep doing that. I’ll keep you safe.”

“You have no idea how good that feels to me.” She drowned in his warming gaze, seeing his mouth relax, feeling that same invisible warmth embracing her.

“Now,” he said lightly, “that I’m back in your life, I’d like to at least be there for you when you need help.”
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Kara gasped as Cade pulled the cruiser into the red brick driveway next to her one-story home. “My front door is open!” she cried, giving Cade a frightened look. “I always lock my doors! Someone has broken into my home. Oh, no!”

Cade parked and frowned. “Does anyone else have a key to your place?”

“No, no one.” She tried to calm herself.

“Stay here,” he told her grimly, unsnapping the nylon safety strap across his revolver. He called the Sarita dispatcher for back up, another cruiser to lend him help, if he needed it. Turning to her, he said, “I need to clear your home first and make sure someone isn’t still in there. Don’t leave this cruiser, Kara. Lock the doors when I leave.”

Giving a jerky nod, her hand against her throat, heart banging away in her chest, she watched Cade move lithely, tension in his body, his gun drawn as he walked past the hedges to the front door. She knew without a doubt it was the same man who had accosted her at the school. Terror leaked into her veins and she sat rigid as Cade disappeared inside. Her intuition hadn’t been wrong after all.

Cade couldn’t be hurt! Her mind rebelled at that thought. What if her assailant was still in the house waiting for her to return home to finish her off?

Within ten minutes, Cade reappeared. He had his game face in place, his gun holstered, and his mouth set with cold determination. He climbed into the cruiser, giving her a regretful look. “Someone has torn the hell out of your place. All the drawers in your bedroom and office have been pulled out and the contents strewn all over the floor. I’m sorry.”

Gasping, her hand against her lips, she stared at him. Finally, her voice hoarse, she asked, “Who could be doing this to me? And why?”

Shaking his head, he muttered, “I don’t know, but I have to call this in, Kara. I need to get the forensics team out here. I don’t want you inside your home until they’ve gotten here.”

He pressed the button on his shoulder radio, calling Sarita dispatch, and gave them the information.

Her stomach knotted and her hands grew cold and damp in her lap. She felt as if her whole world had just been shattered. Her small yellow stucco house with white shutters around each window had been her refuge, her oasis, her haven since graduating from Texas A&M University at twenty-two. She’d used her one-bedroom house to create her vision for the Delos Home School and for the many poor children of Clayton. All her dreams, except one, had been born and taken root in this cozy little house that made her feel safe.

Staring at the opened door, she felt nauseous. It looked as if someone had pried her door open and broken it. Some of the wood was splintered and the pieces of wood were lying around the porch.

Swallowing several times, Kara did what she did when she was a child; forced back the tears because her father hated seeing her or her mother cry. Never had she been so glad to turn eighteen and be free of her father’s iron grip. Now she could breathe and have a life of her own, on her terms. She had a vision and she’d made it a reality. Her little house sat in the middle of the block of a quiet neighborhood in the “Latino Quarter,” as it was called by Clayton residents.

She vaguely listened to Cade speaking to the radio dispatcher over what to do about her house. She was grateful to be this close to him, to draw in his male scent that continued to awaken her dormant desires. If only—if only they could have some personal quiet time together. Kara wondered when her life would stop tumbling out of control.

“Kara?”

She lifted her chin, meeting Cade’s concerned gaze. “Yes?”

“Did you hear me?”

“No… sorry…I was somewhere else.” She saw his eyes lose their concern, replaced by an intimate look of understanding that made her feel safer.

“Forensics will be here shortly. Another deputy, Burt Larson, is also on his way over here to relieve me. One of the forensics people can take you inside your house to pack a bag with whatever you might need after they make a primary inspection of your home.”

“Maybe my teacher friends, Blaine or Molly, would let me stay with one of them,” she said.

“I don’t think so, Kara.” He reached out and his hand covered hers for a brief moment. “It could endanger your friends.”

She groaned. “You’re right…”

Gesturing to the house, he said, “Whoever did this is still out there prowling around. What if he follows us to one of your girlfriend’s homes? He might attack you there and you’d possibly put your friend in danger, too.”

Her stomach sank. “I don’t want my friends harmed in this,” she murmured, touching her brow. “I don’t have a lot of money, Cade. I can’t afford a hotel.” More grimly, she added, “And I’m not going to my father’s ranch. I refuse to go there, Cade. I just won’t do it.”

“It would be the safest place for you right now, Kara,” he said, surprising her.

“Not a chance,” she muttered. “I escaped him when I was eighteen and I’m not going to do a repeat. I visit my mom there sometimes, but usually, she drives into Clayton and we have lunch together and catch up with one another.”

“It’s that bad?” He searched her eyes, seeing anguish in them. The way she pursed her lips told him the question was causing her pain.

“It’s that bad.”

“I’m sorry.” Cade rested his hands on the steering wheel, gazing around, his mouth set in thought.

The silence in the cruiser was nearly unbearable to Kara. Opening her hands, she said, “Cade, I have an idea that you’ll probably dislike as much as me going to stay at my father’s ranch until we can catch this guy.”

“What?” he asked, looking over at her.

Taking a deep breath, Kara asked, “Could I stay with you at your home in Sarita for just a little while?”

Cade froze inwardly for a moment, stunned by her request. “Well,” he stumbled, “I—”

“We know one another,” she pleaded, her voice hoarse. “I’d be safe there, Cade. It wouldn’t be for long. I’m sure this guy will be found and I can get back to my life. Please? Think about it? I could drive to and from your house to the school every morning. I promise, I wouldn’t be a bad house guest. I don’t want to go back to my father’s ranch. I don’t have the money for a hotel. And I don’t want to put my friends at risk, either.”

Opening his hands on the steering wheel, he said, “This is something I’d have to clear with my boss first, Kara.”

She stared at him, hands clasped tightly. “Then, you’d think about it?”

“Yeah, I have no problem with it personally, but I’m law enforcement, and this could be crossing lines that my boss may not allow. I’d have to clear it with him first. If I do get permission, I think under the circumstances it’s the best answer for you short term. I have a three-bedroom, single-story house. I’d give you the master bedroom because it has an adjoining bathroom. I’m a pretty decent cook, so I wouldn’t poison you,” and he gave her a boyish grin. “If I get permission, you could stay there with me and be safe until we can apprehend this perp.”

Safe! Cade wasn’t safe to her heart or her body, but she didn’t have the guts to point that out to him. He’d only touched her once. His large, roughened hand comforting her. “That would be wonderful. I have to go to work five days a week, Monday through Friday.”

“We can possibly put a deputy with you at the school and you’d get around-the-clock protection until we can find this guy. I’ll ask my boss about it.”

“I understand, Cade. And I’m grateful you’d allow me to come and stay with you under the circumstances.”

“Well,” he said grimly, “you need to stay somewhere until this blows over.”

“I also need to make a call to Delos Charities in Alexandria, Virginia. They’ve instituted a new security plan and I have to report my mugging at the school. From talking with Alexa, one of the executives there, I know that Mission Planning would take my report and if warranted, send out one or more security contractors who work for Artemis, their in-house security firm, who protects their charity and the employees.”

Brows raised, Cade said, “I didn’t know that.”

“Delos keeps Artemis a deep secret. But it’s their way to protect all of us who work for them.”

“Do you want to call them now? Because we have to wait here until the other deputy to arrives. Meanwhile, I can call my boss and see if he’ll give you permission to stay at my home. Either way, I’ll take you to look at those mug shots.”

“Sounds good.” She dug her cellphone out of her purse.

“I’ll step out of the cruiser to make the call,” he told her, opening the door.

Nodding, Kara whispered, “I hope you can get permission.”

He hesitated, holding her gaze. “I do too. I’ll know in a few minutes.”

Never had Kara wanted something as badly as this. She knew she’d not sleep a wink if she was forced to stay in her house under the circumstances. The look in Cade’s eyes had shown shock at first, but then, they’d grown tender and she couldn’t translate what she saw, only felt. No question, he was protective of her and she needed that desperately right now. Putting that aside, she called Delos.
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Kara had her answer from Delos. It took another five minutes before Cade finished off his phone call and slid back into the cruiser. She held her breath because she couldn’t discern what the answer was on Cade’s face.

“The sheriff’s approving it,” he told her. “And you’re not going to like the reason why.”

“Tell me.”

“He’s doing it because you’re Jud Knight’s daughter.” Holding up his hand when she started to protest, he added, “And he said if you didn’t like the arrangement with me at my home, then you had to go to the ranch until this perp could be caught.” His mouth quirked. “I guess I’m the lesser of two evils here, huh?”

“I’m pissed that your boss is doing it because I’m Jud Knight’s daughter.”

“Yeah, I figured you would be,” Cade acknowledged, giving her a sour grin.

“I’m grateful that you’d open your home to me, Cade.” She reached out, gripping his hand resting on his thigh. “Thank you…for everything. You have no idea how relieved I am.”

“I’m glad to do it for you, Kara.”

She saw the sincerity, the concern, in Cade’s gaze. “I’m putting you out, Cade. I hate doing that. You have a life to live.”

“Naw, you’re an easy keeper, Ms. Knight. Don’t worry about it.” His mouth was sculpted, strong. And yet, Kara could see the kindness in it when the corners lifted slightly. She felt heat boiling within her, as if she were waking up from a nightmare and moving into a heated fantasy dream. How many times as a teen had she dreamed about Cade? Too many to count. Even more astounding, he was opening his home up to her.

“Because I’m a stray?” she teased back.

Giving her a deep laugh, Cade held her sparkling eyes that now contained a bit more life in them. “You’ve never been a stray, Kara. You were homecoming queen and a popular cheerleader in high school.”

Losing her smile, she whispered, “I hated being queen. My father told the principal to choose me or he wouldn’t donate to the school like he always did on a yearly basis. As for being a cheerleader, I hated that too. I preferred the library or a lab to all that other stuff.”

She saw the surprise flare in his eyes. Opening her hands, she said, “My father buys people. Surely you knew that, Cade.”

“Yes, most people in Kenedy County know about your father’s power. I always thought you enjoyed being a cheerleader. You sure looked like you did.”

“I was too young and immature to fight him on it. He’s tried to brainwash me with the fact we’re worth millions and because of the money, I should have these experiences in high school.” Wrinkling her nose, she added distastefully, “I’m an introvert, Cade. I don’t enjoy crowds or being the center of attention.”

“I had always thought you were shy, Kara. But on the field, when I played football, you always looked happy cheerleading from the sidelines.”

“It was all fake,” she told him bitterly.

“Maybe so, but you were a terrific cheerleader,” he insisted. “I would never have guessed.”

“That’s because my father was at every game. I didn’t want him coming down there to the cheerleader area and trying to tell me what to do, how to smile, and all that crap.” She saw his mouth widen, a glint of humor in his gaze.

“You’re just full of surprises.”

Snorting softly, Kara said in a pained tone, “No one knows what I went through. I felt more like a slave at home than anything else. I looked forward to going to school because it meant eight hours of freedom when my father wasn’t around trying to control me. He did it all, Cade, telling me how to fix my hair, which cosmetics to use, or God help us all, choosing the clothes I had to wear.”

He was shocked but simply said, “Sounds pretty suffocating.”

“It was. I’ll never go back to that ranch and stay with him. He wants me to learn the ranching business, but I refuse. He tried to bribe me by paying for my teaching degree at Texas A&M in exchange for coming back to learn how to be the foreman. When I got my degree, I told him I wasn’t going to do it. I was twenty-two and an adult. I had other dreams I wanted to fulfill. And mostly, I was tired of fulfilling his expectations at a great cost to myself.”

“What did he do then?”

“Got angry, yelled at me, embarrassed me in front of all my friends who were at graduation. He cut me off from my weekly check. I found myself destitute. Blaine let me live with her until I could get my life sorted out. I had already signed up with Delos Charities and they gave me the direction I was looking for. They wanted to build a school and day care center in Clayton and they needed a manager and a leader. Thanks to their generous monthly salary, I was able to put a down payment on my beautiful little house here.”

“And you’ve been the administrator for the Delos Home School for the past five years?”

Nodding, she said, “Yes, and I love what I do, Cade. I feel good about myself, good about helping others. Teaching is all I ever wanted to do.”

“You should always follow your heart, Kara. Things work out better when you do.”

She sighed. “I know that now, more than ever. I have to call Delos again and tell them what happened and that I can stay with you,” she said, digging into her purse. Wyatt Lockwood, who is the head of Mission Planning asked me to keep him in the loop, so I need to let him know.”

“Go ahead,” Cade said. “Burt probably won’t get here for another ten minutes. We have time.”

She punched in the Delos number on her phone. “And I can stay with you.”

“Yes. I wouldn’t want it any other way.”

She looked straight at him. “Neither would I.”


Chapter Four
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Cade seemed impressed with Artemis, the secret security firm operating within Delos Charities. Kara spoke at length with Wyatt Lockwood. At one point, when Wyatt found out she would be living with Cade until this issue blew over, he asked to speak with him. She sat there listening to the timbre of Cade’s voice, and gratefully noted his quick smile and laughter every now and then as he spoke at length with Wyatt.

It made her feel happy knowing that Wyatt had previously been a Navy SEAL and that Cade was ex-military, too. It seemed to be a mutual admiration society between the two men, which was great as far as she was concerned.

Cade had just finished the phone call to Artemis when Deputy Burt Larson pulled up beside them in his cruiser. Right behind him was the forensic team’s white van with a blue center stripe on the vehicle. “The cavalry has arrived,” he said, his fingers brushing hers as he passed the phone back to her.

“Can I gather a few things in one of my pieces of luggage now?”

“Let’s have forensics get in there first and give it a once over. Then, one of them can escort you through safe areas so you won’t accidentally compromise their investigation.”

“Okay, that makes a lot of sense,” she said, stuffing the phone into her purse.

Cade climbed out, coming around to open her door.

“You don’t have to do that,” Kara protested.

He looked amused. “But I want to.” Stepping back, he held out his hand toward her, looking for an excuse to touch her, even briefly.

She slipped her hand into his, relishing the quiet strength of his fingers around hers, feeling the roughness of his skin, her whole body going into overdrive from their delicious, unexpected contact. There was a glint in his eyes and she wanted, once more, to have quiet, uninterrupted time with Cade to catch up, to see how his life had unfolded thus far. So many questions and no time to ask them, at least not yet.

Kara got to meet Burt, who was in his mid-thirties, at least six feet tall, well built, intense, and alert. She found out he was happily married and had three young daughters. He shook her hand and she appreciated his courtly manners. The forensics team consisted of two women who also shook her hand. Within twenty minutes, they had escorted her into her house. Kara’s heart sank as she saw the mess in her home. She wanted to cry. Her belongings were strewn across every room, her glass perfume bottle broken, swept off her antique sideboard, scattered in pieces across the oak floor. Gulping, she knew it could all be cleaned up and that while some things could not be salvaged, many others could. In no time, she gathered clothing, toiletries, and anything else she thought she might need.

It was hard to tell how long she would be gone from her home. Knowing she’d be safe with Cade made her feel better and fed her strength to get through this unfolding nightmare.

Curious, her seventy-year-old next door neighbor, Carolyn, came over to meet her outside. “Hey, Kara,” she said, lifting up her cellphone, “I got somethin’ that might help you and the deputies here.”

She shook Cade’s hand, introducing herself. Fiddling with her phone, she said to them, “Yesterday I saw this black pickup pull into your driveway, Kara. We have a neighborhood block watch around here and I didn’t recognize it, so I took some photos.” She gave them a pleased look. “Maybe this is the guy that tore up your house,” and she turned the screen so Cade and Kara could look at it.

Kara gasped as she saw the man. “That’s him!” she cried, giving Cade a stricken look. “That’s him! He’s the one who attacked me at the school!”

Cade’s eyes narrowed. “Great photo, Carolyn. You did good—very good!”

“Oh, Carolyn, these are so helpful!” Kara said, watching as Cade took the phone and then slid his finger through all the shots she’d taken of the intruder. He held it at an angle so she could see them as well. Throat tightening, she winced as she saw the same angry looking eyes. Fear trickled through her once more. The man could have killed her instead of merely breaking her nose.

“I didn’t recognize him, Kara. He was new to our block.” Carolyn’s dark brown eyes twinkled. “I also got his license plate number. Take a look at the last photo, Deputy Patterson,” she wriggled her finger toward her cellphone, another pleased look wreathing her wrinkled face.

Cade’s mouth twitched as he studied the clear, close-up shot of the license plate. “You’re a gem, Carolyn. Do you mind if I send these photos to the sheriff’s department right now?”

“No, of course not. Do you know this guy?”

“No, ma’am, I don’t. We’ll put his face through our facial recognition software and hopefully it will come up with a hit. Thank you, again.” He pulled out a business card from his pocket, handing it to Carolyn.

“And until he’s caught,” Kara said to Carolyn, “Deputy Patterson doesn’t want me staying here at my home.”

“Makes sense,” Carolyn said. She lifted her chin and asked, “But how safe are the rest of us, Deputy?”

“I’ll know more after we ID this perp,” he told Carolyn. “Deputy Larson over there with the forensics team is going to take your report. He’ll get your phone number too. Once we get back to headquarters, he’ll call and keep you updated on any developments. My gut tells me someone’s sent him after Kara but we don’t know why yet. I think all you neighbors need to remain vigilant and alert, just in case. Call us immediately if you see anything out of place, or there’s an unknown vehicle and driver casing your street.”

“Oh,” she drawled, “we’ll do that for sure. There are always a lot of break-ins here because we live in Clayton. I’ll contact my other neighborhood watch people on the block, send the photos I took to their email accounts, and we’ll stay on guard.”

Wincing over Carolyn’s “wrong side of the tracks” comment, Kara knew it was because of her father’s unbending prejudice against the poor and middle class of Clayton. These good, hardworking people were the backbone of the community and they struggled daily to keep their heads above water. Reaching out, she hugged Carolyn. “Thank you for all you’ve done. This is so helpful.”

Cade smiled and handed the phone back to Carolyn. “You’ve just saved us a lot of time in trying to find this guy. Thank you.”

“Well, the way I see it, if we don’t look out for each other, we have nothing,” Carolyn said.
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Kara felt so much weight lift off her shoulders later at the Kenedy County Sheriff’s Department. Cade had taken her into the busy building and then to his small, quiet office. There, Carolyn’s emailed photos quickly identified her attacker. His name was Javier Fuentes, a known drug-runner with the Gomez drug cartel that operated out of the Mexican border town of Reynosa. This town was directly across the Rio Grande River from McAllen, Texas. The area was a hotbed of drug trafficking activity. Cade took her to a wall map, pointing out where the Mexican town was located along the border with Texas.

“Unfortunately,” Cade told her, moving his index finger along Interstate 69 East out of Harlingen, Texas, “a lot of drug runners take this route. Outside of Raymondville, the interstate stops and drops to a two-lane highway, Route 77, which is where Clayton is located. They use 77 a lot to move drugs through this particular area because it’s fairly unpopulated. Usually, it’s a nighttime activity and they’re pushing their cocaine, heroin, and marijuana along this route. They can speed along at a hundred miles per hour with no other traffic in either direction. The whole of Kenedy County is owned ranchers, with a lot of pasture lands, small knolls, and trees here and there. There’s no towns along this route, which is why they like to use it.”

“You’ve got your hands full then,” Kara said, studying the map, “because that highway goes straight through the middle of the county.”

“Yes,” Cade said. “It’s a low population county and from a drug enforcement perspective, we are overwhelmed. The Gomez cartel is launching drones offshore from boats in the nearby Gulf. They remain close to the U.S. coastline and they’re dropping bags of cocaine onto the beach. Drug soldiers like Fuentes wait at a pre-arranged point and retrieve the drone shipment. From there, they drive up Route 77 through Sarita and Rivera and then on to the larger cities east and north of them where the drugs are distributed.”

“I didn’t realize all of this was going on,” she confessed, frowning.

“We work with the DEA, ATF, ICE, and the FBI, plus other law enforcement agencies like the Texas Rangers and the U.S. Border Patrol. We just don’t have the manpower to handle all of this drug activity by ourselves and generally speaking, there’s constant drug shipments brought in along the Gulf Coast of Texas.”

“That’s dangerous work, Cade.”

“Police work always is. Let’s get you home—I mean, to my home. You’re looking tired, Kara.”

“I guess I’m pretty stressed out over everything,” she agreed. Earlier, she’d called Blaine and Molly, letting them know what had happened. They promised to go over and ensure that everything was clean at the school and ready to receive the children on Monday. Sophia Marquez, her assigned Artemis bodyguard, would meet her at the school on Monday as well. She was flying in from Alexandria, Virginia, the Delos HQ.

Wyatt had called her while Cade was driving her to Sarita. Sophia, he told her, had been an Army Ranger, one of the first women to make it through the grueling school and later, she joined the black ops Army group to be deployed to Afghanistan.

Wyatt had sent her the résumé and photo of the woman who would pose as the school’s new assistant administrator. She had been born in Del Rio, Texas. Her parents had earned their green cards and eventually became American citizens. Sophia knew South Texas like the back of her hand, was aware of the drug problems in the area, and would be with Kara every day. She would follow Kara in her rental car to and from Cade’s house, down to the Delos school in Clayton, and then follow her back to Sarita every afternoon. Knowing that Sophia was going to be there for her made Kara feel safer. Sophia had an impressive black ops background and Cade was very pleased with her résumé. He told Kara that for now, until they could figure out why she was being targeted, she would have twenty-four-hour-a-day guardians.

The drive from the sheriff’s department to Cade’s home on King Avenue was less than five minutes away. Sarita was a small town with roughly two-hundred and thirty-eight residents. Because this area got more rain than other parts of Texas, grass and trees flourished. As they approached Cade’s home, she saw five pecan trees on both sides of his white stucco home with a red-tiled Spanish style roof. It was hot and humid in this area and the huge, large-limbed trees shaded the house from the blistering overhead rays.

She liked the white picket fence enclosing the lawn, front and sides of the house, as well as the screened-in wraparound porch. Flowers bloomed in window boxes, making the place look inviting. Everything was neat and well cared for. She’d always believed the outside of a house reflected the owner. Cade obviously took pride in his home.

“We’re here,” he murmured, pulling into the driveway and shutting off the cruiser.

“It’s so pretty,” she said, opening her own door and climbing out. Before she could retrieve her bag sitting on the rear seat, Cade had opened the door and pulled it out for her. She saw him give her an amused look once again, and she smiled a little, giving him a look of thanks. The red brick walk was bracketed by bright gold and yellow marigolds.

Cade moved ahead of her, pulling out the keys to his home from his pocket.

“Is this the proverbial yellow brick road?” she asked, gesturing to the flowers.

Grinning, he said, “Hey, I grew up with stories of Dorothy, Toto, and the Wizard of Oz. How about you?”

Coming to a halt a step below the wide brick porch entrance, she said, “I think you’re giving a lot of yourself away by what you’ve created in this pretty yard.”

“I don’t mind you knowing who I am,” he teased. Cade pushed open the heavy oak door. “Come on in, Kara.” His voice dropped, his gaze holding hers. “Welcome home…”

She heard the sudden emotion in his thickened tone and it melted through her as nothing else ever had. Unable to meet his eyes, feeling suddenly tearful, wanting to rush into his arms to be held, she turned and stepped into his house. For an unknown reason, Cade put her in touch with all the emotions she tried to keep hidden. She’d grown up knowing that crying, looking weak, or appearing incapable was simply not accepted by her tyrannical father.

There was a wealth of natural light within the foyer, living room, and kitchen area, the open-concept design dazzling as she looked around. There were two fifteen-foot Hawaiian corn plants, their shining green and red leaves giving the area colorful vibrancy. She loved house plants and spotted a massive prayer plant with white blooms in a mauve ceramic pot in the south corner of the room. She’d been in condos and apartments before where a bachelor lived. They all seemed to use dark colors, stark metal furniture, and no green plants. It always felt too masculine and sterile to Kara. She imagined that Cade’s house would reflect that same kind of color and design, but it didn’t. He was a man of many surprises, pleasant ones.

How little she knew of him—and how badly she wanted to know so much more!

This was not just a house. It was a home—a nest of the finest kind in Kara’s opinion. The floors consisted of polished light brown pecan wood. Sunlight poured through the floor-to-ceiling windows, bouncing off it, creating a golden glow within the expansive area. There was a pale apricot color on the walls of the living room, a lavender wraparound sofa, paired with two similar overstuffed chairs nearby.

The rug was bright and colorful, swirls of rainbow shades. The white adobe fireplace was the centerpiece against a wall of caramel-colored Texas flagstone. She moved her fingers across the couch’s tight nap of corduroy. Then, hearing the door close, she turned. Cade’s full attention was on her.

“Does it meet with your expectations?” he smiled, hoping it had exceeded them. He walked over and stood near the end of the couch.

“This is a beautiful home, Cade.” She moved her fingers across the nubby material. “And I love the color lavender. This whole living room just begs you to take your shoes off, get comfy, and just be.”

“Good,” he murmured. “That was the idea. Come on, I’ll show you around.”

She saw how pleased her words made him and wondered if he’d been nervous about showing her his home.

The open concept flowed into a stunning kitchen. Cade had selected a white marble counter with purple and black vein accents running through it. There was a six burner gas stove from the expensive Wolf brand. Only someone who really loved cooking would buy such a pricey item. Cade had said he wasn’t too bad of a cook, but now she wondered if he’d been underplaying his talents. He was probably a gourmet chef in disguise and she smiled to herself about the possibility. Kara loved discovering all these hidden facets about him.

Walking ahead of Kara down a long, airy hallway, Cade opened the door on the right and stepped aside. “This is the master bedroom, but I want you to make it your own while you’re here. Beyond it,” and he gestured toward another door, “is the bathroom. I think you’ll like what you see.”

“I like it already,” she said, moving into the room. There was a king-sized platform bed, a pale lavender chenille bedspread across it. All four sides of the bed were framed with a rolled, dark purple velvet that was just begging to be touched. What made her draw her breath and stunned her into momentary silence was what was behind the bed’s purple velvet headboard.

Cade came and stood at her shoulder. “When I bought this house, I wanted some color in it. It took me a year to finish that mosaic panel. My mother is a watercolor artist and taught me a lot about the color wheel.” He gave her a shy glance. “Funny, I just finished this panel a week ago and you’re the first person to see the completed version.”

He walked over to the left side of the mosaic panel, brushing his fingers over a corner area of the huge ten-foot-long panel. “Right here in this area is the last of the mosaic I laid and grouted. It’s still a little bit damp, but it will dry out in a week. These are Texas bluebonnets,” he said, studying the grout with the colorful blue, purple, and hints of pink of ceramic tile chips that he’d carefully inlaid to create a group of the famous state flower.

Pressing her hand against her heart, Kara stared at the mosaicked panel that rose from behind the purple velvet headboard. “This—” she began, her voice hushed, “is such a work of art, Cade. I mean,” and she opened her hand, staring at the motif of a sloped hill of wildflowers that could be found in a Texas meadow, “it’s incredible!” She saw his cheeks redden. He barely held her gaze, more boy than man in that moment over her emotional compliment. And then she realized that probably very, very few people had ever seen the beauty of his artwork.

“Thanks,” he said awkwardly, rubbing his jaw. “The only other person who has seen it is my mom.” Clearing his throat, his hand resting on the velvet headboard, he added, “My dad was a plumber by trade, but his hobby was creating mosaic panel art. My mother was always giving him suggestions on color because he was very poor at it and she’s an artist in her spare time. They were a good team.”

“I never knew your parents were so artistic.”

“It was something they enjoyed doing. I grew up in Mom’s small art room and then spent the rest of my time with my dad on weekends out in his garage where he had a table to make his mosaic art panels. Those were good times,” he murmured.

“And now you’re carrying that family tradition on,” she said gently. “Has your mom given you help with the colors in your wildflower panel?”

He rocked back on the heels of his boots, stuffing his hands into his Levis. “Yes. As you know, she lives in Clayton, but I try to see her at least once a week, drop by for lunch, and catch up with how she’s doing. When I told her I was working on the sketch, I brought it to her home for her to check out my panel idea. We spent hours talking about the different colors and how to really make it a visual feast of sorts for a person’s eyes.” He gave the panel a fond look, his voice going low. “There’s a lot of my father and mother in this.”

“Well,” Kara said, her voice filled with emotion and pride, “that is the most beautiful panel I’ve ever seen. When I was younger, my father always took me and my mom on cruises and vacations to Europe. I got to see a lot of the insides of Gothic churches and their magnificent stained glass windows. He took us to fine art and sculpture museums, as well.” She gestured to his artwork above the bed. “What you’ve done here, Cade, rivals those gorgeous stained glass windows of Europe. Your work just takes my breath away.”

Again, his cheeks turned ruddy and he became suddenly shy, not the tough law enforcement officer she knew. Impacted by his vulnerability, Cade endeared himself to her even more than before.

“I’d never been outside the States,” he admitted. “Except when I was in the Marine Corps. I’ve seen photos of those churches online. I don’t really think my hobby attempts can be compared to them, Kara, but thanks for the compliment.”

In that moment, she wanted to turn and wrap her arms around his shoulders and draw him to her. There was pain deep in his eyes and she could feel the hurt around him for a fleeting moment, guessing that it was about missing his father in his life. “I think your work is that good, Cade, and nothing’s going to change my mind about it.” She reached over, briefly touching his arm. “And even more important, you had a wonderful relationship with your dad. I’d give anything to have had one with mine but all he does is drive me away. I wish he weren’t so controlling.”

“Yeah, he’s a piece of work, all right,” was all Cade would say, trying to keep censure out of his voice. “Let’s look at your bathroom, Kara. I think you’ll like it,” and he cupped her elbow, guiding her into it.

Cade’s hand on her elbow was unexpected and she absorbed his light, monitoring touch. Her skin sizzled with pleasure. What would it be like to love this man fully and completely? Kara was not innocent to the world of relationships. Cade was stirring up her hormones, engaging her heart and the combination sent yearnings racing through her. He was so confident as a man, leashed power as a deputy. But here in the safety of his home, he allowed her to see another side to him—the unsure artist who had created an undeniable work of art.

Kara had never forgotten that his family had been verbally maligned by her father too many times to count. A plumber was a necessary service provider in Jud’s life, but he never respected Cade’s father when he arrived at the ranch from time to time to fix plumbing issues. Kara had seen that lack of respect from her father toward everyone, especially from what he termed “the lower classes.”

He’d been born with a silver spoon in his mouth and inherited the multi-million-dollar ranch from his father. Never had he worked to achieve an objective, so he couldn’t relate to those with a dream, a vision, or just plain ambition.

Now, moving into the white tiled bathroom, she saw that the tiles repeated the colorful flowers found in Cade’s mosaic. “Did you redo the bathroom floor?” she asked, as she pointed to the bluebonnets among the tiles.

“Yes.” He shrugged a little. “My mother pointed it out. She said if I was going to make such a beautiful landscape, the bathroom should echo it in some way. She’s the one who suggested I take up the pecan wood floor and lay down tile instead. When I was finished with my shift, I’d come home and work on it. We drove to Houston, to a well-known ceramic tile maker, and I bought the wildflower tiles to place among the white tiles I’d already purchased.”

“How long did this take you?”

“Six months,” he admitted. “Hey, I had to teach myself how to lay tile and grout on a floor. And I was pulling overtime, so this became a half year’s labor of love on my part.”

“It’s so pretty,” Kara said, looking around. At one end of the room was a garden tub. It sat beneath an antique, stained glass window that sported geometric colors and could be opened to allow in fresh air. “Did your mom help you design your home?”

“Definitely. Couldn’t have done it without her input,” he admitted with a boyish grin, leaning against the opened door. “I needed a lot of help from her, believe me.”

Kara appreciated the huge garden tub at the other end of the large, spacious bathroom. “When I walked into your home, I was so surprised. I was expecting a lot of dark colors, poorly lit rooms, and industrial type of furniture.”

He lifted his brows. “Well, that’s about right. After I purchased this house, I brought my mom over to give me some ideas. What I wanted is exactly what you just described. She told me to approach each room as a canvas to paint on, or in my case, a place where I would lay mosaic and grout the panel.”

“She must be very proud of you,” Kara said, choking up a little. The bathroom was sparkling clean. There were lavender curtains on either side of the one window. Most of all, she liked the double skylight above, showing off the colorful floor tiles below. There was a fully enclosed glass shower, large enough for two people. She saw two rain shower heads in it, as well.

“This is not a man’s bathroom. This reminds me of someone who truly understands color and design.”

“That’s Mom’s influence,” he said with a chuckle. Walking to the linen closet, he opened it and laid out a fuchsia bath towel, hand towel, and wash cloth, setting them on the double sink counter. “These are yours.” He pulled open another drawer and said, “Mom has a thing for Herbaria soap,” and he pointed to ten different types of handmade soap. “Come and pick out your favorite organically made soap.”

Moving opposite him, looking into the drawer, she smiled. “Oh, I love handmade soap!” and she reached out, trailing her fingers over the wrapped bars. “Citrus oatmeal,” she murmured, curious and picking it up, holding to her nose. “Mmmm, this is like inhaling the fragrance of orange blossoms, Cade. I’ll take this one.”

His smile broadened. “It’s my mom’s favorite fragrance, too. Looks like you two have the same taste.”

Placing the bar on top of her towels, she said, “I’ve met her quite often in Clayton. I just never realized how talented she really is. I’d love to see her watercolors. She never told me she painted. I wish she had.”

Cade roused himself and pushed away from the door jamb, pulling his hands out of his pockets. “She’s shy about her art. Come into my office. There’s a computer in there, as well as Wi-Fi for the entire house. You can use the office any time you want.”

Kara followed him down the hall. Each room was different from the other, featuring another pastel wall color. The floors were either pecan wood or a pastel-colored tile with throw rugs or area carpet. Cade opened a door and gestured her to go on in. She stepped inside and he followed. There was a heavy double oak desk, obviously an antique, and two ergonomic, modern chairs on either side of it. The walls were cream colored with pecan wood floors. This room had a more masculine presence. She could see a lot of wooden oak file cabinets and other office furniture sitting across from the huge desk.

“Mom calls this my ‘Texas 1850s’ room,” he deadpanned, a smile lurking at the corners of his mouth. “I’ve always liked antiques and found this oak desk at a Goodwill store in McAllen. I found the English banquet oil lamp with the hand-painted flowers with the amethyst colored font around it at another Goodwill store in Houston. The frosted tulip shade is decorated with daisies. I kept the kerosene glass lamp that sits in the middle of it, but changed it from an oil lamp to an electric one.”

“I love antiques,” Kara sighed. “And this looks like a room straight out of Texas in the 1850s.”

“Note the pecan wood floor too,” he said proudly.

“It’s beautiful.”

“There was an old wooden floor that was going to be destroyed in an old home near McAllen. I drove down there one weekend and pulled up all the wood and brought it home and laid it in here. Paid the guys who were going to renovate it a hundred bucks. Everyone won in that exchange. That’s how this room got its name.”

“I can tell it’s really old because it has that marvelous golden sheen that pecan wood always gets when it ages.”

“It went well with the oak desk I already had,” he said. “You can come in here and use my computer, or if you want to use your laptop, just set it up and I’ll give you my password to hook into my network.”

“Thanks, I probably will.” She turned, looking at a four-by-five-foot framed watercolor painting hanging on the wall above where the desk sat. “Is this your mom’s work?” she asked, lightly touching the oak frame around it.

Cade walked over and stood in front of the desk. “Yes, it is. Mom paints a lot of Texas subjects, like this rancher on a horse driving his cattle. Dad had taken us over to the King Ranch, which is in the area, and Mom brought her camera. She was thrilled with the trip. The one shot was cowboys on horseback driving a small herd of Santa Gertrudis cattle across a pasture.”

Studying it, Kara said, “Your mother could be a professional. This is beautiful, Cade.” Lifting her chin, she absorbed his nearness, just a few scant feet separated them. “Does she sell her art?”

“Nah, she doesn’t think it’s good enough to see the light of day. I’ve pleaded with her for years to send jpegs of her work to Houston and Dallas art galleries, but she won’t do it. I think she’s afraid of rejection, so she doesn’t get her work out to the public to appreciate.”

Giving him a wicked look, Kara said, “Like mother, like son, huh? It’s okay to be humble about your work, Cade, but you shouldn’t hide your talents under a bushel basket. Did you know someone would pay thousands of dollars for your mom’s painting? She’s no amateur.”

“Well,” he sighed, wrapping his arms across his chest, “I’ve tried to tell her that. When Dad suddenly died of a heart attack, we had no income any more. Mom is a high school graduate and was always a housewife before that happened. She married my dad when they were eighteen. When he passed away, she got a job at the local McDonald’s and that’s how she kept our heads above the financial waters as I grew up. I took odd jobs around the town, mowing grass and such, and between us, we survived. She worked sometimes twelve to sixteen hours a day, trying to get enough money to pay our monthly bills and the mortgage on our house.”

“But I was told your mom had to declare bankruptcy and you did lose your home. Did that happen?” Kara saw the momentary pain of that memory in his eyes.

“Yes, she did but we survived that too. And the whole time she kept painting and refining her techniques throughout my growing up years. When I left for the Marine Corps after graduating from high school, I started sending half of my paycheck home to her so she could quit working at McDonald’s. She didn’t want to quit because the employees are like family to one another, but she did cut down her hours, allowing herself more free time to paint.”

“You’ve been a wonderful son to her,” Kara said quietly, reaching out, resting her hand on his arm, feeling his biceps beneath the fabric of his khaki shirt respond to her touch. She wanted to trail her fingers down his lean, muscular arm and explore him. There was a change in his eyes as well, more golden tones in their depths.

She felt his muscles tighten momentarily beneath her fingers. Kara’s heart thudded once to underscore the sudden sexual tension swirling between them. Her thighs tightened, wanting him to explore her. What was happening between them? Whatever it was, it was clearly mutual and that alone stunned Kara.

For the first time, she saw hunger and desire in Cade’s eyes as he held her upturned gaze. All those years as a child and later, as a teen growing up with him as a quiet shadow in her life, they had never really met, never really talked. And yet, her mind spun back to those twelve years they’d shared, an economic chasm stood between them at the time. But her heart, oh her heart had always been drawn to humble, silent Cade Patterson. When she saw him on the football field, he was her hero. How many dreams had she spun around him? Too many to count.

And right now he was standing inches away from her. She inhaled his masculine scent, saw the fire burning deep in his eyes that he held for her alone. Every inch of her body responded to that heated look. Cade Patterson had just stepped out of the shadows of her life and into the light of day. He was letting her know in no uncertain terms that he desired her. The revelation blindsided her.

But it was in the best of ways because Kara had secrets of her own she carried about him in her heart. She wondered if Cade realized just how much she had yearned for him over the years. None of it had ever been given voice in any form.

Searching his gaze, her fingertips tightened around his hard, muscled arm. The change in his eyes was instantaneous, narrowing, as if she was his quarry and he was going to capture her. A frisson of desire erupted in her lower body, flashing to life, flowing upward, tightening her nipples, her mind melting beneath his intense look—one that spoke directly to her lonely heart. This meeting had been a long time coming. But now, it was here.


Chapter Five
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Where had the last two weeks gone? Kara had just towel dried herself off after taking a long, hot soak in the garden tub in Cade’s home. Her heart beat with happiness. She placed the bright yellow towel on the rack, smoothing it out. She’d just gotten home from Delos and Cade was out in the kitchen, fixing them a dinner of chili and homemade jalapeño cornbread he’d whipped up.

Glancing in the mirror with steam curling around the edges, she touched her left cheek. Her black eye was gone and the swelling on her cheek finally looked normal once more. Although she was sure she looked like a troll to Cade, he never mentioned how distorted looking her face was for those weeks. Her nose looked as if it had never been broken, much to her relief.

But law enforcement had not found Fuentes, the man who had assaulted her, and that bothered her more than anything else. She was now finding herself afraid of her own shadow, except when she was in Cade’s home. Here, she felt safe—and desirable.

Yet, Cade remained the perfect gentleman, never flirting with her, never touching her, or making a move to let her know he wanted her. Kara had seen the desire in his eyes from time to time but he never acted on it.

She climbed into a pair of comfy white linen pants and a pink tee with cap sleeves. Kara quickly ran a comb through her hair, smoothing it into place. One thing she’d noticed was that Cade enjoyed seeing her with her hair down. Sometimes when they were watching a TV show, she would glance up and he’d be studying her with a tender look that gripped her heart and made her momentarily breathless. It was as if her father’s edict that he was from the wrong side of the tracks and had to keep his hands off her still sat silently between them, a moat that could never be crossed.

She hated that. More and more, Kara was reaching out to Cade to let him know she invited his touch, his attention, and that she liked it. Now, she would lie awake for an hour or more at night in the huge bed alone, trying to think of subtle, nonverbal ways to let Cade know she was interested in him personally, woman-to-man.

So what was stopping him? Frustration swirled and eddied through her as she pulled her fingers through her straight sable hair, watching the darker strands along with the gold highlighted ones, tangle through the sable color. She saw interest in Cade’s eyes when she’d catch him staring at her. It wasn’t that he did it often. He didn’t. Just—sometimes, her heart would catch, beat a little harder and her whole body went on alert, an ache building deep within her for him alone.

Did her father’s harsh warning to him when he was a young boy keep him in a strangle hold? Did he still see her as unapproachable? Untouchable? Her lips thinned as she slipped her feet into a pair of white sandals.

Maybe it would take a confrontation with Cade, telling him how her feelings were growing for him, that she was deeply interested in him, and wanted to explore what they might have together. Wasn’t it obvious to him by now that she was her own woman? Her father no longer ran and controlled her life. She made her own decisions.

More frustration rose within her. Sometimes men could be so thick-headed! It seemed to be a disease they all had. Setting the comb aside, she cleaned up in the bathroom, opened the door, and walked out into her beautiful bedroom.

Kara never tired of looking at Cade’s mosaic wildflower panel above the bed. She had a dream last night that they were making love in this bed and she looked up to see the beauty and color of the flowers. The dream had stayed with her all day at the school and her lower body felt achy and needy this evening.

Living with Cade was turning her into a hormonal wreck. She wanted him so badly that it was all she’d thought about the past week.

Putting her dirty clothes in a nearby hamper, she inhaled the spicy scent of chili wafting through the partly open bedroom door. Cade liked quiet music in the background. Most of it was bluegrass or country music, but what Texan didn’t like those kinds of songs and instrumentals? She smiled, pushing her palms down the sides of her linen pants, hurrying out of the room and down the hall.

They’d fallen into a rhythm with one another at dinner time. She made the salad and set the table. He did all the serious cooking. She’d been right about Cade being a gourmet chef—that Wolf stove was more than just a showpiece. He loved to cook and she often thought that his mosaic works were just another extension of his artistic nature.

Cade loved creating things and combining them, like a mad scientist, curious about how things fit together. He used colorful pieces of broken ceramic tiles and pieced them together to create beautiful mosaic pictures. His use of spices enhanced the food he was cooking and was another art form. He used those same skills in his police work as a deputy sheriff investigating a crime scene for puzzle-like clues.

The August sunlight was bright, filling the open-concept room that included the kitchen with bright, rich color. Kara was grateful for the air conditioning, knowing how hot and humid the Texas Gulf Coast could become.

She watched as Cade stood at the stove and a new tenderness swept through her. His mother, Tracy, had actually sewn him what she called “manly aprons,” mostly khaki and without fanciness or frills. He’d come home and shed his deputy sheriff’s gear and put on an old, worn pair of Levis, his beat-up boots and a long-sleeved white cowboy shirt. He certainly looked sexy with the sleeves rolled up and cuffed to just below his elbows. And he was even sexier in that manly apron. Cade was so confident about who he was, in his masculinity, that he could wear an apron without apology. She approached from the side, knowing he didn’t like her to quietly move up behind him for good reason. She saw the veins standing out along his lower arms as he slowly stirred a large pot of chili with a long wooden spoon.

“Smells good,” she said, halting near the end of the stove, absorbing his intent profile. There were several jars of spices sitting nearby and she was sure he was working on getting the chili to taste just right. His mouth drew upward and he twisted a look in her direction.

“Hope you’re hungry, Ms. Knight.”

“Starving. Ever since you let me stay here, I must have gained five pounds and its all your fault, Patterson.” She loved when he laughed, as he did just then. It was a rolling rumble within that exquisitely broad, deep chest of his.

“That extra weight looks good on you,” he teased, taking one last taste of his chili. “You were underweight when you came here, Kara.”

She leaned her hip against the counter, enjoying watching him as he tasted his spiced chili. A look of pleasure wreathed his face and he licked his lips. “Want a test taste?” He scooped up a bit of the juice from the top of the twelve-quart stainless steel pot and into the wooden spoon. He blew on it to cool it for her.

“Sure,” she said, coming close, her breast brushing lightly against his upper arm. He held one hand beneath the spoon and guided it toward her opening lips. Her eyes never left his as she tasted the warm juice. There was such hunger in his eyes and it sure wasn’t for food. It was for her.

“Mmmm,” she said, moving away enough so that she no longer had contact with his body, “That is so good, Cade.” She watched him hesitate, as if torn about something. He nodded and set the spoon aside.

“I like pleasing you, Kara,” he said gruffly, holding her gaze, unmoving.

There was such a powerful energy that suddenly sprang up between them that Kara felt faint. Cade was going to kiss her. She saw it in his golden eyes, saw the intent. Only inches separated them. Her whole body swayed forward as he slowly lifted his hands toward her face. His palms were rough, his fingers calloused and strong. He held his passion back as much as he could as he cupped her chin.

Tilting it up just a fraction, she stared deeply into his narrowing eyes, her breath hitching, her heart suddenly taking off at a gallop. This had been coming and never had Kara wanted a man to kiss her more than Cade Patterson. Did he know how long she’d ached as a blossoming teenager to kiss those sculpted lips of his? To taste him? To feel his power unleashed and shared with her?

Leaning down, he brushed his lips against her brow. “Kara, I want to kiss you…but it has to be mutual…”

Cade’s low, growling tone feathered through her. He caressed her cheeks with his thumbs. She could feel the callouses from the work he did at a nearby ranch, herding cattle, doing wrangling chores, whenever he could get a day off. For him it was extra money, and she’d come to discover he was an earnest saver for the future. It was a good habit to have and she admired his ability to work hard and be responsible. She loved that about him.

Would Cade think her a romantic if she told him she saw the sun, the moon, and all the stars in the sky in his intense golden eyes that now held hers? She stepped forward, pressing her body against the front of his in response to his question. Without a word, she raised up on her toes, meeting his descending mouth. There was such sweetness flowing through her as his lips settled against hers, tentative, seeing if she wanted his contact. A low sound vibrated in the back of Kara’s throat and his fingers tightened slightly, holding her against him as he invited her to return the gift of himself to her.

All Kara was aware of in that moment was his restrained power as a man, holding himself in tight check as she parted her lips, opening up to him, telling him in a silent language of her own need for him. Her hands flattened against his chest, the soft cotton material of his shirt revealing the male warmth of his flesh beneath her palms. His mouth drew her more deeply into his, gliding across her lips, molding hers to his, drinking in the sensation of her lips as if she were an exquisite wine Cade had tasted for the first time. So many sensations overwhelmed Kara in that moment. She was transported, unable to think, only able to feel.

He released her face, his hands trailing down either side of her slender neck, flowing across her shoulders, pulling her toward his hard, lean body to create full contact between them. It was such a sensual movement that she felt dampness between her thighs. Never had a man turned her on so swiftly! His breath was moist against her cheek, his scent a combination of the sage soap he used and the scent of chili, the heat of the spices combining to pull a sound of pleasure from deep within her.

Time melted around Kara. Her whole world anchored to each ragged breath of his that flowed into her own. Cade’s mouth grew more firm and confident as he coaxed her to meet him all the way. It was mutual. She was no wilting lily when it came to engaging and moving with her own female needs. As his palm skated slowly down her spine toward her hips, it felt as if Cade were memorizing her in every possible way. Fire skittered downward through her as he took her mouth, unleashing some of his tightly held strength, sharing himself more fully with her. The moment his large, exploring hands settled around her hips, she felt him place himself in check.

His mouth slowly separated from hers. He kissed each of her closed eyelids and reluctantly eased Kara slightly away from him.

Opening her eyes, feeling sexual languor, her lower body aching with need, she stared, dazed, into his darkening eyes now filled with pure hunger.

“What…,” she whispered. His hands smoothed her hips, stroking her, calming her. She wanted to make love with this man.

“This has been a long time coming,” Cade rasped, his gaze locked with hers. Lifting one hand, he moved a few strands of her sable hair away from her one cheek. “I wasn’t sure of what we have, Kara…we have a past. A long one.”

Her brows dipped and she so badly wanted to lean into him, feel his body against hers once more, but he held her so she couldn’t connect fully with him. It was then she realized that Cade was as confused as she was. He was trying to put his feelings into words, but her mind wasn’t working at all. Her sensual side had exploded and taken over everything, including her ability to think.

“So what?” she managed, her voice strained. Again, she saw hesitation come to his expression as he searched her widening eyes. “The past is the past, Cade. I don’t care about it. We can’t change it, anyway. Let it go.” She was beginning to sound strident and upset. And she was.

“It’s not easy to let the past not affect the present,” he offered, sliding his hand across her hair, taming it back into place here and there. “We still live in Kenedy County. Your father doesn’t approve of me and never will. For him, time stands still. He doesn’t care who I am, what I’ve become, or what I do for a living. I’ll always be from the wrong side of the tracks with him, Kara.”

“I’m not my father!” she cried, her fingers curling against his chest. “I’ve never been like him! I don’t believe for one second you or anyone in Clayton is beneath me! He’s controlling, Cade. He belittles people, intimidates them. But I’m an adult and so are you. We don’t need to worry about that now.”

Giving her a patient look, Cade asked, “What if I loved you right now, Kara? What if we decided to extend our relationship, live with one another? Maybe dream even bigger dreams together? What would your father do then, I wonder?” He gave her a keen look, leaning down, kissing her forehead.

“I left my father’s ranch at eighteen, Cade and never returned! I refused to be a pawn of his any more. I turned down the job he offered me. I’m my own woman now, not his imprisoned child that he can manipulate like before.” Her voice became choked. “Please, you have to believe me,” she said giving him a pleading look. The glint in his eyes changed and she saw pain deep in them, the fact that her father had demeaned his entire family for eighteen years.

Kara understood Cade’s hurt, their collective past staining their present. Why hadn’t she realized that kissing Cade would bring up all of these issues to discuss? It had to happen she realized belatedly. They had so much to talk about, to sort out before they could go any farther with one another. If only she could tell Cade how many times she’d dreamed of having a relationship with him.

“I do believe you, Kara. But we have to talk. You have to grasp that once your father realizes there is something serious between us, he may well lash out at you, or me, or both of us. We’ve both seen what he did to boys in high school who chased you and wanted a relationship with you.” His mouth thinned. “I don’t want that to happen now. I realize we’re adults and we’re old enough to decide what’s best for ourselves. But Jud Knight has never realized that and I don’t believe he ever will. When I came home from the Corps, I found out you were still single. I asked my mother if you were with anyone and she said no, that your father had chased off a guy who had serious intentions toward you. He ended up in an accident that nearly took his life from what I understand.”

All her hopes for Cade being a part of her life felt like a balloon deflating right in front of her. Kara wearily rested her brow against his chest, feeling hot tears stinging the insides of her lids. Just the slow sweep of his hand against her back brought back her hope.

“That’s true,” she said in a low, strained tone. “Bill Curdy was serious about me and yes, we had a relationship. He lived in Houston. But what we had was a friendship, not the serious relationship my father thought it was. Bill was a nice guy but he was a truck driver, Cade. There was an accident north of Houston and he nearly died in that crash.” She felt his hands warm with promise on her shoulders, felt him press a kiss to her hair.

“What was the cause of the accident?” he demanded.

“Someone cut the brake fluid line. The police said it had been done on purpose, but they never found out who did it.”

“Was your father behind it?”

Lifting her head, her eyes swimming with tears, she whispered brokenly, “I think so. I can’t prove it, though. My father hires men to go after anyone who shows any interest toward me. After Bill nearly died, I swore off being seen with men, Cade. That is…until you walked back into my life,” she said, sobbing. She pressed her hand against her lips and stared at him. Was her father capable of murder? In her heart, Kara knew the answer. He was. Every man who had shown interest in her had had an accident of some sort. A vehicle would run the guy off the road, the brake fluid line would get cut, someone would fire a gun into the driver’s side window, barely missing the driver. It was too much. Just too much.
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Bringing her against him, Cade held Kara, resting his chin against her head. He could feel her trembling, her fingers digging convulsively into his shirt, the fabric becoming wet with her silently spilled tears. She was trying so hard to stop from crying. He could feel her struggle and he kissed her temple, his lips near her ear. “Kara, you’re carrying around too much by yourself. I’ll hold you…let it go.”

And she did. A sob tore out of her, shaking her entire body. The sounds coming out of her were as if she were an animal in horrific pain. Cade knew Jud Knight despised anyone who cried, even a woman. He knew enough in the time that Kara had lived with him that her father was a tyrant of unbelievable proportions. As gentle and kind as his own father had been to him and his mother, Jud Knight was the opposite—a monster inside a man’s body as far as he was concerned. As he held Kara in his embrace, rocking her a little, trying to soothe her, Cade made her a silent promise. He loved Kara. He had always loved her from the first time he’d seen her in the first grade, and that love had only grown through the years as they went through school together. She didn’t know it, but that didn’t matter. Cade would surround her with his protection because he loved her. And this time, her father wasn’t going to interfere with what was blossoming naturally between them now.

No, Jud Knight wasn’t going to chase him off. Not ever again.

As he slid his hand slowly up and down her back, he felt Kara’s weeping begin to slowly abate. A woman crying tore him up, but not in the same way it did Jud. Cade felt helpless and wanted to fix whatever was wrong so Kara wouldn’t want to cry any more. She was in such pain.

She was all heart and she’d always worn her emotions on her sleeve. All she’d ever wanted out of her life was to improve the lives of other people who had less than she did.

He knew now that Kara was his whole world and unless she objected to it, Cade would surround her not only with his love, but his protection.

Leaning toward the counter, he grabbed the box of tissues and pulled a few free, stuffing them gently into her damp hand. Her fingers trembled as she tried to stop the trickle of tears, her eyes reddened by the release. But it was a good release and Cade knew it, continuing to soothe her with his light but caring touch.

“Come on,” he urged her quietly, releasing her and tucking her beneath his arm and against his body, “Let’s go sit down in the living room.”

“B-but the chili,” Kara brokenly protested, twisting her head, looking toward the stove.

“I shut it off earlier. It will sit there and be fine. We can eat later when we feel like it.” Cade guided her to the couch that she loved sitting on, her knees drawn up to her chest, reading a book or knitting. Her mother had taught her how to knit when she was ten-years-old. Kara admitted it calmed her anxiety that seemed to come and go every day.

Cade had watched her covertly during the time she’d spent with him. He’d found that her sleep was often restless and broken, that anxiety would wake her up. When she was anxious, she chewed on her nearly non-existent fingernails and she’d always pull out her knitting bag and work on some project. She’d confided that she made sweaters for all the children who came to the Delos Home School and Day Care Center. She would make them throughout the summer and then wrap each one in a pretty Christmas box with a shiny red or green ribbon. Each child received a gift from her, no matter his or her age.

It was just another aspect of Kara that Cade loved. She was a giver, not a taker. Her father however, was a brutal taker. He sucked the life out of everything he owned or touched. He was sure her father was also brutal to his wife, Pamela, who was known around the county as a kind, generous woman. How was she able to live with that kind of person?

Sitting down in the corner of the sofa, Cade coaxed Kara into his arms. She came, lifting her legs and tucking them beneath her, her head coming to rest on his shoulder, hand against his chest. She was pale, her beautiful eyes reddened and filled with anguish. He eased the curtain of long, sable hair away from her face so he could watch her expressions as they talked. This was what they both needed: intimacy and nurturing. He could feel her trusting him with her life, the anxiety dissolving in her expression the longer he held her.

Closing her eyes, Kara rested her cheek against him, whispering hoarsely, “Do you know how long I’ve wished you would hold me just like this, Cade?”

He shook his head, his hand coming to rest over her hair. “No, I had no idea.”

“Forever,” she whispered. “Forever.”

“That’s a long time, Kara.”

Lifting her chin, she stared up at him. “I remember seeing you in the first grade and thinking you were so cute, so nice. I was drawn to you even then, Cade. I remember going home that first day and telling my parents that I liked you so much.” Her voice filled with hurt. “My father got angry. He said you were the son of a plumber and you were beneath us. You were poor. You would never amount to anything. He ordered me to never talk to you again, to stay away from you, or he’d hurt you.”

Cade stilled. “He said that?” He was stunned by her revelation.

“I was only six-years-old. My mother yelled at my father for yelling at me like that. I sat at the table, starting to cry. It was a horrible end to a wonderful day.” She dabbed her eyes with the damp tissue. “I remember my mom talking to me in my room. She was telling me not to talk to you or be found walking around with you, or Father might hurt you. I couldn’t understand it at that age, Cade. But I believed my mother. From then on, I had to like you from afar. I was so afraid my father would harm you. I’d seen him hit some of the wranglers who worked for us. I was always afraid that someday he’d hit me or my mom.”

Cade said nothing for a moment as rage flooded through him. “He began to threaten you when you were that young?”

Kara bobbed her head, saying nothing, just burrowing her face into his chest, as if to hide. He eased his other arm around her and just held her. Finally, after a few minutes, the tension left her body and he heard her draw in a ragged sigh and then release it.

“Well,” he began, “since we’re fessing up to one another, I remember seeing you in our classroom in first grade. I thought you were a fairytale princess dropped into the room. That was how pretty you looked to me and I was only six at the time.”

“I-I didn’t know. We couldn’t have known what the other thought. I had to avoid you, Cade, or I knew my father would make good on his promise.”

“The man is an animal.” Cade’s anger was reaching the breaking point and he couldn’t keep it out of his voice.

“You think? After I got out of there at eighteen, I took teaching classes at Texas A&M. I also had to take a number of psychology classes.” She wiped her nose. “That was when I realized my father was sociopathic. He had no feelings, no morals, no values. He played by his own rules.”

“And that’s why, when you returned to Clayton to set up that Delos school, you refused to live on his ranch?”

“Exactly. I was going to be my own person. My mother supported me, even though my father used to scream and curse at her for standing up for me and my decisions.”

“Why hasn’t your mother left him?” Cade demanded, voicing a question he’d asked himself often since reconnecting with Kara.

Wearily, she replied, “I don’t know. I wish I did. I don’t understand it. She’s often told me he’s like a mad, sick dog and someone has to take care of him. She always had a soft spot in her heart for strays. That’s why she works for the county humane society and gives money to no-kill shelters.”

“God,” he muttered, shaking his head. “What the hell happened to him to make him like this, Kara?”

“I was having lunch with my mom at Clayton Cafe once and asked her that shortly after I graduated from the university. She said his father, Gordon Knight, my grandfather, used a belt on him. Any time he did something wrong, he got taken to the barn and whipped. My father turned into an angry, vengeful teenager and he managed to get his court records sealed.”

“Oh?” Cade asked, pulling her away from him to meet her red, swollen eyes. “Was he arrested as a teen here in Kenedy County?”

“Yes.” Kara sat up, sweeping her hair off her face, scrubbing her cheeks dry of the last remaining tears. “Mom said he committed arson at thirteen and burned down a man’s barn at a nearby ranch because he didn’t like him. That fire killed thirty of the man’s prized horses, Cade. It was awful.”

Her voice shook with grief. “He spent time in juvenile hall but because of his rich, powerful father, he got out in a few months. The court records were sealed, never to see the light of day again.”

“Anything else?” Cade’s mind spun with possibilities. It would take a lot to get Knight’s court records unsealed and he’d have to have a damn good reason to make that request in the first place to see what was contained in them.

“My father worked with a Mexican drug cartel until he was eighteen. They ran drugs from the border near McCall. It’s not something I’m proud of, believe me. I’ve never touched drugs and never will. I see what it does to the person and how it hurts the whole family.”

“What happened when Jud was eighteen?”

“My grandfather made him foreman of the ranch, took him under his wing, and taught him how to run and manage the ranch. I guess at that time, my father was old enough, thoroughly brainwashed and controlled enough by my grandfather that he no longer got beaten up like he used to.”

Moving his thumb across her damp, pale cheek, Cade looked into her pain-filled eyes. “Did your father ever lay a hand on you?”

“No,” Kara pressed her cheek against his opened palm, closing her eyes for a moment, needing his continued touch because he comforted her. “Just verbal and emotional abuse.”

She was minimizing it with a shrug of her shoulders, but Cade also knew a lot about psychology because he too had taken courses for his law enforcement degree. “It doesn’t matter whether it’s verbal, emotional, mental, or physical abuse, Kara. The body is under attack and the person is threatened, regardless.”

“Yes, I know,” she murmured, lying her head against his chest, content to remain just the way she was.

When a person was under threat, it automatically brought up a lot of anxiety, as Cade knew too well. Family abuse equated directly with PTSD in combat ground troops. Only this time, the war was within Kara’s family and went on every day for the first eighteen years of her life. Now, it painted a far clearer picture for him about her moments of high anxiety, which seemed to strike out of nowhere almost daily. He’d seen that she got anxious around nine p.m. and there had been mornings when he’d awakened and heard her out in the kitchen at five a.m. He’d get up and come out to see if she was all right.

She told him she was anxious and was getting up for a glass of water. Then, she would return to bed. Cade didn’t try and talk to her at those times, sensing something was terribly wrong because he could see the terror banked in her drowsy eyes.

Smoothing his hand over her back, removing a few wrinkles across her tee, he asked, “Do you have any memory of something traumatic happening to you at nine p.m.?”

“Oh,” she mumbled, rubbing her cheek against his chest, nuzzling deeper into his arms, “that…”

“What’s ‘that’?”

“When I was seven, drug runners from Mexico broke into our ranch property. They drove four pickups around and around the main house. I had been asleep at the time, but bullets came flying through the window next to my bed. I woke up terrorized. My mother ran into my bedroom, shrieking my name, dragging me off the bed, covering me with her body while we huddled on the floor. More bullets came through the bedroom wall after that.”

Scowling, Cade said, “Was this a rival drug gang that your father had fought against when he was running drugs?”

“You can go search the sheriff’s database on that one,” Kara murmured, slipping her hand up across his chest, moving her fingers across his shoulder. “There was an investigation and they found it was another drug cartel trying to horn into the Gomez cartel’s area. They had a big fight with them and drove them out.”

“But why would they attack your ranch, Kara? That doesn’t make sense. Was your father still running drugs for the Gomez cartel? Hiding them somewhere on his ranch?”

“I don’t know, Cade. I was only seven at the time. I was terrified, I couldn’t stop crying and shaking. My mother was just as traumatized by the attack as I was.”

“Did it ever happen before or since that time?”

“No.”

“Tell me about five a.m. You keep waking up at that time and you always look scared to me, Kara. Do you have any memory of that time?”

“I was ten,” she began, her voice low and off key. “My father has three huge barns. They’re all three stories high. For as long as I could remember I was told never to go into barn number three. I woke up one time, it was winter, and the clock read five a.m. I heard the sounds of big trucks and I couldn’t understand what was going on or why they were at our ranch so early. I pulled on my winter coat, my socks and boots, and hurried out the back door. I saw a huge truck with Mexico license plates backing up to barn number three. It was a clear morning, cold, and I saw my father and three wranglers off to one side, giving hand signals to the truck. There was another semi-truck nearby, a normal type that you see on any interstate in the U.S. It had no markings on it, but both its doors were open.”

“What happened next?”

“I could hear my father cursing and yelling at our ranch hands. I hid in some shrubs near the corner of our house. There was light coming from outside the barn and I could see the men and trucks. As soon as the truck with the Mexico plates stopped, two men ran over to it and opened the doors.” She swallowed hard, forcing the words from between her lips. “There were men, women, and children being herded like cattle toward the other truck. They slapped, yelled, and shoved them toward it. Someone had put a plank of wood up so they could scramble up into it.”

Frowning, Cade asked, “Illegal trafficking?”

“I think so. At the time, I didn’t understand who they were or what they were doing here on our ranch. I was very confused and scared that I’d be seen by my father. There must have been fifty people herded off in that one truck. The kids were crying. Some of the women screamed and tried to run away, but the wranglers caught them and pushed them back into line to get into the truck.”

He felt her tensing, as if she were trying to protect herself because a blow was coming her way. Gently, Cade moved his hand across her shoulders. “It’s all right. Tell me what you can.”

“One woman lost her little boy’s hand. He must have been all of six. He ran because he was so scared. One of the wranglers went after him and jerked him by the arm and he went flying through the air. When he landed, he screamed. I think he broke his arm when he hit the ground.”

Tightening his embrace around her, Cade cursed softly. He felt her burrowing as deep as she could into his arms, seeking protection. “I’m sorry,” he said thickly, kissing her temple, wanting to take away her pain, that memory that haunted her to this day. “What happened then?”

“I didn’t remember the rest of what I saw for years afterward, Cade.” She pulled away, studying his tight features, the flash of anger in his eyes. “I was thirteen when it all came rushing back to me. Before that I would have nightmares of that night. Every time I saw that poor child landing in the dirt, I’d scream. It was always around five a.m. when I awoke from that nightmare.”

Cade whispered her name, kissing her brow and cheek. “I’m so damned sorry you had to see that, Kara. Kids are easily traumatized. I wish…I wish I could remove it from your memory but I know that’s not going to happen.”

“Even worse, Cade, I never got up the guts to confront my father and ask him about that night after the memory returned. I was too scared of him. He had stood there and let one of his wranglers harm that child. What kind of monster is he?” she said, searching his angry gaze.

“No wonder you wanted the hell out of there when you turned eighteen.”

Grimly, she said, “Yes and I’m never going back. It was a prison, Cade, the worst kind. At least,” she said, gesturing with her hand, “I’m free now. I’m doing something I love. I’m making a difference or at least I’m trying to.”

“You do,” he reassured her, sliding his hand to her cheek, drawing her against his chest. “And you’ll continue to because that’s who you are.”

“That’s why I’m so afraid of what happened to me, Cade. I wonder if this guy who assaulted me is with another drug cartel,” she said, searching his eyes.

“I don’t know, but we have to find out.” Then, changing the subject he said, “You’re probably not hungry right now.”

She shook her head and began gnawing on that sad thumbnail, “You probably are, though.”

“Let’s just sit here for awhile longer. You need to come down off that cliff you’re on.”

“Oh, my anxiety…”

“Yeah. Just settle in, close your eyes and rest. You’re safe here, Kara. I’ll protect you. You can count on it.”


Chapter Six
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Kara fell asleep almost immediately. Cade understood that she was exhausted from the emotional deluge, all those years of carrying those childhood memories around inside her, coupled with the assault. No wonder, she was totaled.

He carried her to his bed and covered her up with a soft pink afghan that she’d brought with her from her house. Even in sleep, she curled into what he called a “fetal position” on her right side, knees drawn up tight against her body. He was sure that it started when she was a very young child, living in that threatening environment created by her father.

He stood there, wavering. Wanting her. Wanting to love her until she forgot all the injuries to her soul. But it wouldn’t have been right. He would be taking advantage of her trust in him. If Kara had wanted sex, she’d have initiated it with him. Cade knew her well enough by now to know she wasn’t shy about showing her affection to him. The little vixen. Turning, he left the bedroom door slightly ajar so some light from the hallway could drive away the total darkness within the room.

Walking quietly, he went to the kitchen and got a bowl of chili, adding some shredded sharp cheddar cheese and a dollop of sour cream on top. As he ate at the table, the quiet bluegrass music playing in the background, Cade replayed Kara’s conversation with him. As a deputy, he’d seen frightened children and adults in trauma and shock. It impacted him greatly because he’d always been affected by human suffering, especially with children. Until now, he’d never heard a word uttered about Jud Knight at the sheriff’s headquarters.

His commander, Tom Atkinson, was in his early sixties, lean as a rail post, with thirty years of law enforcement experience under his belt. He’d been born in Clayton and grown up in this county. Cade would bet a month’s worth of pay that Atkinson, burned dark by the Texas sun over the decades, would know a helluva lot more about Knight and his illegal activities. Or did he? His boss wasn’t the type to turn his head the other way regarding any law breaker. Grimly, Cade reminded himself that he gave permission to allow Kara to remain at his home. That had surprised him because it seemed to Cade to go against law enforcement common sense.

Atkinson had said the only reason he was giving Kara a choice between his home and her father’s ranch, was because of Jud’s power in the county. At this point, Cade wondered if Jud Knight wasn’t politically funding his boss’s campaign because he was running for reelection. Cade knew after being on the job for only a year that he didn’t discern all the political realities that ran the department. Spooning the hot, spicy chili into his mouth, he kept trying to ignore thoughts of Kara’s soft kiss.

Cade couldn’t imagine ten-year-old Kara seeing another child injured so brutally as on the night the illegal immigrants were herded into the semi-truck. Was her mother, Pamela, aware of the trucks coming in? Had she seen any of this happen? If she had and it wasn’t reported…

The unanswered questions Cade had left him uneasy. This was a federal crime. He needed to talk with Kara more about this incident. As a ten-year-old child, she would not be expected to turn her father or the wrangler who injured that child, over to the U.S. Border Patrol. The Knight family was a completely dysfunctional family run by a madman as far as he was concerned. Cade had always been grateful he had two very loving parents who cherished him and did not abuse him. So often as a law enforcement officer, he saw the dark, lurid underbelly of human society. Fifty percent of the people he’d met as a deputy should never have been allowed to be parents. They left their innocent youngsters at high risk, were irresponsible parents, and were either uncaring or abusive toward their children.

There were days like this that he didn’t like being a deputy. He’d seen enough fighting in Afghanistan but family wars were another form of combat, the children always the losers. Scowling, he ate the last crumb of the jalapeño cornbread he’d baked earlier and finished off the last spoonful of chili from the bottom of his bowl. If Kara woke up later and was coherent, he’d like to ask her more about the trafficking that Jud Knight had been involved in. Was he still part of a trafficking ring? There was too much drug activity in this county to be sure of anything or anyone and Cade knew it. A careful investigation would have to be approved by Atkinson first and he was going to approach his boss about this incident. But would he be able trust his boss?

If only Kara would sleep through the night. She seemed to enjoy being here with him and was no longer as stressed out as before. He knew that the toll of shock took weeks, months, or sometimes years, depending upon the nature of the trauma, to leave a person. Kara was still in a major healing curve and terribly vulnerable, so he didn’t want to take advantage of her in that state.

They were powerfully drawn to one another, no question, but her attacker was still on the loose. Had Fuentes faded back across the border and back into Mexico? Perhaps, but Cade wasn’t willing to allow Kara to return her home and be there alone just yet and the Sheriff Atkinson was in agreement. Until they could absolutely verify it one way or another, Atkinson wanted Kara to remain at his home. Instead, over the past weeks, Cade had gone over to her home several times to clean it up.

Kara had wanted to do it but he’d dissuaded her. All it would do was increase her stress level once more, not lessen it. Whenever she could return home, she would find it tidy and clean, just as she’d left it that morning when she’d gone to work.

It was nearly nine p.m. when Cade heard a noise in the hall. He was sitting on the couch reading the county newspaper on his tablet and looked up. He saw Kara stumble sleepily down the hall, pushing her mussed hair off her face. He got up, seeing that she was barefoot and smiled, thinking she looked more like a ragamuffin in that moment, vulnerable and beautiful.

“Hi,” she mumbled, aiming herself in his direction after she spotted him. “I’m thirsty.”

Cade met her and she closed the distance, pressing her body against his, asking for his embrace as she nestled her brow against his jaw. Enclosing her with his arms, he murmured, “You’re barefoot. I could step on your toes, Kara,” he said, grinning a little, hearing a soft sound of protest come from her. He liked the way her arms tightened around his waist, liked it way too much, hungrily absorbing her soft, curved body as she sank against his hard frame.

“You won’t,” she murmured sleepily, nuzzling his neck, pressing a small kiss upon it.

Her lips were velvet and pliant. Cade hadn’t expected this affection and it rocked him as little else could. Had their one kiss torn down that old barrier that had always stood between them? He eased her beneath his arm and positioned her against him. “Let’s go to the refrigerator. I have some cold bottled water in there.”

“Mmmm, sounds wonderful,” and she entrusted herself fully to him, allowing him to guide her.

“Did you sleep well?” he asked, opening the fridge, drawing out a bottle.

“I don’t even remember dropping off, but yes, I did.” Kara moved from beneath his arm as he reached into the cabinet for a clean glass. Rubbing her face, she muttered, “I feel better, though. Like I off-loaded a lifetime’s worth of stuff, maybe.” Giving him a questioning look, she added, “Maybe it was the kiss we shared?”

Cade poured the water. “Maybe it was.” He watched her place the glass to her lower lip, lift her chin, the graceful line of her neck revealed as she drank deeply. Her face mirrored peace, her delft-colored eyes soft, shining with happiness. He was happy too, his whole body lighter after her unexpected affection. Barely able to think, his own heart pounding with urgency for Kara, he tried to tamp down his needs and expectations from her. She was obviously defenseless after just waking up, not quite here and not quite there. Even her tousled hair made her look excruciatingly wanton to Cade.

“Thanks,” she whispered, setting the glass on the counter.

“Are you hungry?” he asked, peering into her barely opened eyes. Cade had discovered that Kara did not wake up easily. It was a process that involved at least two to three cups of coffee before she was alert.

Shrugging, she pushed away from the counter and came back to him, resting against his body, closing her eyes, her head against his chest as he placed his arms lightly around her shoulders. “I’m hungry, Cade, but maybe not for food…”

He caught the drift, his mouth lifting slightly. He celebrated her directness because people like that were easy to understand. What you saw, you got. No games. No masks. No manipulation. When Kara lifted her chin from his chest, searching his eyes, he felt like a five-alarm siren had gone off deep in his lower body. There was no disguising her lust and sexual interest.

“I kissed you earlier,” she said. “I liked it, Cade. If you knew how long I’ve wanted to kiss you, I don’t think you would believe me.”

“Try me,” he teased, rocking her hips against his. Fire flamed to life and Cade knew without a doubt that Kara was aware of his growing erection. There was no way to hide it because it felt as if they were welded hotly to one another’s hips.

“First grade.” Her brows moved upward and she laughed. “See? I told you that you wouldn’t believe me! But it’s the truth!”

“Hmmm, well, I have a confession to make too, Ms. Knight. You were magical to me. You always have been.” He saw her expression grow pleased, the twinkle in her eyes making his heart long desperately for her.

“Well, Deputy Patterson? I’d say that the kiss we shared between us earlier is something we should both explore more. Don’t you?”

The moment she moved her hips against his, he groaned. Heat poured through him, awakening him on every level. “I like a bold woman who knows what she wants.”

“There are no wimpy women in Texas. You know that, Cade.”

He chuckled. “There is this thing about a Texas woman,” he agreed, leaning over, nuzzling her temple and inhaled her sweet scent. Cade waited to see how Kara would respond. Did she only want another kiss? Because the signals she was sending included a lot more than just a kiss and he didn’t want to assume one damn thing with her.

“Mmmm, I love when you kiss me, Cade. You make every dream I ever had about you come true.”

Easing her away from him so he could look into her slumberous, lust-filled eyes, he asked, “Tell me what you want, Kara.”

“You.”

He smiled a little. “I’ve always been yours, but from a distance before this. Are you sure about this? About us?”

“Never more sure than right now.”

“Maybe this is because of what we talked about earlier that brought you to tears?”

Stubbornly, she shook her head, the waves of sable hair sliding across her shoulders. “No.” And then, her jaw became firm, her eyes narrowing on him. “I want you, Cade. All of you. If you’ll have me.”

He understood the kind of courage it took for Kara to admit that. “I wanted to be your friend in the first grade, Kara.” He saw relief come to her eyes, and then happiness shine in them. His heart exploded with incredible joy. Never, in a million years, had he thought this moment would ever happen. Even in his dreams, he’d never dared to go this far. Sliding his fingers through her strands, pushing them aside so he could keep full contact with her gaze, he rasped, “Maybe this is going to scare you, Kara, but you need to know what’s in my heart for you. I fell in love with you the moment I saw you in first grade, even though I didn’t know what I felt toward you was called. Later, as I matured, I realized it was puppy love.” Grazing her pink cheek, he added in a low, thick tone, “In high school, I continued to love you. But I couldn’t have you. Thought I never would.”

Her lips compressed and she smoothed her fingers across the fabric of the shirt across his chest. “Because my father said you were beneath me? You figured I deserved someone far better than you? Right?”

His mouth contorted and he looked above her head for a moment before meeting her apologetic gaze. “Yeah, something like that. He stopped short of calling us trailer trash, although after my dad died, we lost our house in bankruptcy and had to find somewhere else to live. He was right about that trailer. But not the trash part.”

Reaching up, sliding her fingertips along the line of his jaw, feeling the sandpapery quality of his beard, she whispered, “None of that ever made a difference to me, Cade Patterson. I’m my own person.” Her hand stilled against his cheek, drowning in his gold-brown gaze, “I have dreamed my whole life of you being in my life, Cade. Just you. And no matter what man I met after I left at eighteen, none of them could fill your boots.”

Blindsided by her admission, he stared down at her, seeing the raw honesty in her eyes. It shook Cade as nothing else had since his father’s unexpected death. His hands tightened around her small shoulders and he drowned in her upturned gaze. It was so much to absorb that he was momentarily stunned. He felt her palm gently moving back and forth across his chest, as if in appreciation of him. His throat tightened with overwhelming emotions. “This is a lot to take in,” he admitted gruffly.

“I know it is. But it’s been inside me for a long, long time, Cade. The only person who can tell me to forget you, forget the dreams I’ve always had of you, is you.” She gave him a tender look. “I used to see you at odd times in the twelve years of school we shared, the way you would look at me sometimes. I knew without a doubt you wanted to know me. I was afraid to call it love because we’d never had any real time together. If my father’s spies at school had seen us talk, seen us together in any way, it would have gotten back to him. He swore to hurt any boy who thought he could have me. I didn’t want to put you into danger, Cade. And I couldn’t even tell you why I wasn’t able to come talk to you. I never wanted my father to know that you held my heart. It was my secret.”

His whole world anchored and he closed his fingers more surely against her shoulders, still coming to grips with her first admission. Her whispered, choked words flowed into him like sweet, warm honey, awakening his guarded heart, the doors of it flying open, an intense, almost painful sensation flooding him. As Cade searched her gaze, he knew it was true.

“But,” he stumbled, his voice low and hoarse, “even now, you’re sure you love me, Kara?” How could that be? They’d separated so long ago. So many years stood sterile and empty between them.

Kara gave him a small smile, reaching up, sliding her fingers across his jaw. “You were always my hero, Cade. When you joined the football team and I was a cheerleader, you proved it to me again and again. I knew you were a warrior and you showed it on the field every Friday night during football season. There at least, I could watch you and not get you in trouble with the spies who were always watching me. For all they knew I was just watching the team play as a whole.” Her lips twisted with the irony of it. “There were rich boys at school who did their father’s bidding and they were all told to pursue me, that they could date me. But if I so much as made eyes at a boy beneath my class, they would tell their father, who would then tell my father and all hell would break loose.”

Shaking his head, he rasped, “I didn’t know any of this, Kara. I had always thought my wanting you was one way and that you weren’t interested in me.”

“That’s so far from the truth, Cade,” she said, leaning up, her palm against his cheek, holding him so that she could kiss him softly.

Cade was torn between Kara’s shy kiss against his mouth and the rage that simmered in him toward Jud Knight and what he’d done to his daughter—and what he’d done to him. What if Jud hadn’t put a stranglehold on Kara’s heart? What if they could have had a relationship in high school? How would their lives have changed? Would he have gone into the Marine Corps? He’d have had a reason to stay at home and pursue a serious end to his love for Kara. The many dreams he’d had for them, of being in love, getting married, and having a happy, growing family, were too numerous to count throughout those lost years within him.

Slowly, he eased from her wet, sweet mouth, opening his eyes, staring into her half opened ones. There was lust there, no question, but there was also something else: now Cade wasn’t afraid to name what he saw. It was love. Kara had loved him from afar all that time, just as he’d loved her. The devastation of how much had been taken from them shattered through Cade. Kara loved him enough to protect him from her vindictive, territorial father.

“This is a lot to absorb,” she admitted, her hand coming to rest on his shoulder. “I don’t even know what we have, Cade.”

Nodding, he felt that furnace of need never more urgent than now. “When I was in grade school, I came home one night and told my dad that I liked you.”

“Really?”

“Yeah,” Cade admitted, “but I was only six.”

“What did your father tell you?”

“He said that sometimes, a special person walks into our life and makes it better. He said when he first met my mother, he felt the same way, although he was eighteen at the time. I told him how funny and happy my heart felt. He said to be a friend to you because friendship was the best basis to find out if what I felt was real and long lasting.”

“Your father was so different from mine,” she said sadly.

“He had wisdom. I wanted to make you my friend, Kara, but you would never look at me or talk to me. I figured that you didn’t like me, so I just stuffed all my feelings into my heart and let you go.” He saw pain flash in her eyes, her brows drawing down. “And maybe it was best under the circumstances. Had your father threatened you even then about boys?”

“No, I was six. But when I got into junior high, I guess my hormones changed or I looked at boys differently at that time. The rich boys were already my father’s spies and I knew that. But that’s when he sat me down and told me he’d hurt any boy who made a move toward me that wasn’t from the ‘right’ family. I got it in spades, then.” She shrugged a little. “That’s why I redoubled my effort not to look at you, not be seen with you, even in the hallway where the lockers sat.”

“You were protecting me?” Cade smoothed his hands against her shoulders, seeing the sadness and hurt in her eyes. Kara had sacrificed so much for him. It shook him, revealing how deep her feelings continued to be for him.

“I did. But I don’t regret it, Cade.”

“How did you feel when I joined the Marine Corps and left Clayton?” He saw her mouth contort over the question.

“Grief, loss, wishing for a different life, wishing I could get you aside somewhere and tell you how I really felt about you.”

He drew Kara fully against him, resting his chin against her hair. “I’m so damned sorry, Kara. I honestly didn’t know.”

“It’s in the past, Cade. We both need to let it go because we can’t change it.” She pulled back, giving him a firm look. “Like my mom says, you can’t cry over spilt milk. When you came back here and joined the sheriff’s department, I wanted so badly to approach you, to tell you all of this, but by that time I was afraid.”

“Of your father?”

“No, afraid that you didn’t love me like I had always loved you. I thought,” and she touched her heart, “it was one way. My dream, my need of you. You never approached me and you’d been back from Afghanistan for two years already before you joined the sheriff’s department. And so, I finally figured it wasn’t the other way around.”

He brushed his thumb against her cheek, feeling the softness and that underlying strength that was her. “We silently held the same dream for one another, Kara. I never wavered to this day about how I felt toward you. For me, you were an unreachable dream that was always with me, regardless. I purposely avoided you when I got home. Like you, I thought it was a one-way street. It’s nice to know you felt the same way, even though we never had a chance to admit it to one another before this.”

“Well,” she murmured, stepping out of his arms and gripping his fingers in hers, “all the cards are on the table now, Patterson. I know what I want to do about it. What about you?”

His fingers curved around hers. “I’m all in.” He lifted her into his arms. “My bedroom?”

She sighed, looping her arms around his shoulders. “Yes, it’s so beautiful in there.”

He met her lips, kissing her hungrily. As he lifted away, he growled, “It’s our bedroom, Kara. You bring your beauty to it as well.”
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The night light in the hall slanted through the partially opened bedroom door as Cade easily carried her in his arms to his bed. In a way, Kara felt as if this was one of her dreams but this time she was awake to experience it. This was the real thing. Her heart raced with anticipation, fear of not satisfying him, and her undying love for him. Fears of somehow disappointing him with her body, the way she looked, or her skill at lovemaking tunneled through her at the same time. He meant so much to her that she couldn’t bear the possibility that he’d be let down by her in some way. Kara had seen the same emotions in his eyes and was grateful that he did not hide himself from her in any way. A fierce love for him swept through her. She was his. Cade had always been hers. Only they hadn’t known—but their hearts had.

He placed her gently on the bed so her legs hung over the edge of the mattress. She reached out, her fingers twining with his as he stood next to her. “I’m a mess of emotions, Cade. One second I’m scared and the next, I’m so euphoric I think I could faint from joy. I’m afraid I’ll disappoint you in some way. And I love you. The love is so strong in me right now that I can barely think. Is it like that for you?”

She saw instant relief in his expression over her admission, as he recognized she was describing his feelings too.

Releasing her hand, he threaded his fingers through her hair. “Kara, I’ve never wanted anyone as much as I wanted you. I’m afraid I’ll disappoint you, not meet your expectations…things like that.” His voice grew thick. “I don’t question my love for you because it’s never left me.”

She gave a partial laugh. “I’m so scared,” and she stared up at him, becoming somber. “We’ve always loved one another. It will be fine, Cade. I know it will, even though I’m as nervous as a high strung horse.”

“You have so much courage, Kara. It’s going to be fine. We’ll do this together at a pace that’s right for us.”

“I don’t think I have very much bravery,” she protested. “Just in case you want to know, I’m free of diseases. I’m on an IUD.”

“I’m clean, too. Do you want me to wear a condom?”

She shook her head. “No.”

He gave her a wry look. “Good thing.”

“Why?”

He gave her an amused look. “Because I don’t have any,” he said, unbuttoning his shirt, pulling it off, revealing the white t-shirt beneath it stretching across his powerful chest.

She sat there watching in appreciation as he undressed without any shyness in front of her. “No condoms because…” she baited, standing and slipping out of her own clothes.

“I’ve been back here for a year and I was focused on getting settled into my career in law enforcement,” he offered, hanging his jeans over the back of a nearby chair. “I’d have had to wait for the drug store to open tomorrow to get them,” he said, grinning. Sitting down on the bed next to her, he pulled off his boots, setting them aside. Next came his gray socks. “I wanted this year to adjust to my job, Kara. It wasn’t the right time to get into a relationship, if one happened along.”

“That’s good to know you don’t have to go to the drug store,” she said, giving him a small smile, taking off her tee. Instead of a bra, she wore a camisole because she was small-breasted. Only if she rode a horse or when she was at work at the Delos Home School, would she wear a bra. Cade’s eyes narrowed on the pink silk camisole and she could feel her nipples hardening beneath that flash of heat that came to his eyes. It was a delicious feeling to be adored and desired.

“I don’t feel so bad then,” she admitted, pulling the camisole off and standing, taking off her bikini panties. “I haven’t had sex in over a year, Cade.”

“We’ll take it slow,” he promised, absorbing her from her head down to her toes and then coming back to hold her vulnerable, anxious gaze.

“Good,” she whispered, feeling suddenly shaky with need. All Cade had done was give her that hot, hungry look and already there was dampness between her thighs. As he disrobed, she appreciated him all over again. His shoulders, always broad and capable, were powerful looking when he was naked. The dark hair dusted across his well sprung chest, a lean torso, narrow hips and long, powerful thighs. She might have felt overwhelmed by his dark masculinity that had always been hidden from her until now, but instead, a new tenderness swept through her. As she scooted up on the bed, joining him in the center of it, they sat facing one another, their hips meeting. She drowned in his gaze as she slid her hand up his hard thigh, relishing the way his flesh tightened beneath her exploring fingers.

“Tell me what you need,” Cade said, slipping his hand from her hip down across her slender leg. “What position do you like best?”

Kara focused on his rough fingers sliding down her flank and said, “It doesn’t matter, Cade. Whatever suits us together,” she said, staring into his dark, intense eyes, seeing dappled gold in their depths. “We’ll be nervous and unsure together.”

His hand stilled at her knee, his fingers brushing its inside curve, sending wild, hot sparks upward, making her moan, the pleasure skittering throughout her lower body.

“Kara, you tell me if something I do doesn’t feel good to you. Promise?”

She nodded, “I’ll speak up. Same goes for me too. I’m not a passive lover.”

She saw his lips twitch, that same wicked look coming to his eyes. Sliding his fingers lightly, he continued to ravish that erotic area behind her knee, making her tremble with need of him.

“Fair enough. I’ve been duly warned.”

With a breathy laugh, Kara got to her knees, placing her hands on his chest. “Lie down,” she invited, the teasing amusement in her expression suddenly taking a predatory turn. Cade did as she requested. For so long, she had wanted to touch this man. As he lay back, settling the pillow beneath his head, a lazy, heated look in his eyes, she leaned forward, placing her hands against the thick column of his neck. Hands moving downward, she outlined his shoulders, trailing them back across his collarbones, and then mapping his chest. She was a tactile person, finding great joy by simply touching Cade, hearing a catch in his breath as she swept downward, caressing his erection, and continuing her exploration, memorizing his beautiful male body. He was hers at last. That thrill made her so wet and so ready, it took Kara by surprise. Like most women, she didn’t turn on like a light switch. Her sexuality was one of being slowly awakened and cajoled into fiery life.

She massaged his toes and then the arch of his foot, hearing him groan with appreciation from this unexpected pleasure. Kara liked pleasing this man, who had never asked for anything himself. It only made her love Cade more. Time ceased as she once more started at his head, fingers sliding lightly across his scalp, hearing another groan of pleasure. This time she dragged her hardened nipples across his chest, the hard points tangling in his soft, silky hair, and then she stretched forward, her lips seeking his, teasing him unmercifully with her whole body.

The tables were turned when Cade reached outward, wrapping his large hands around her waist, lifting her up and across him, settling her wet, throbbing core on top of his hard erection. The instant her aching center slid across his thick length, she felt a powerful orgasmic explosion within her. Barely aware, she threw her head back, a scream caught in her throat as she was hurled into an incredible galaxy of light and intense pleasure. Cade held her hips, sliding his length against her without entering her, increasing the raw fire coursing throughout her. He kept her from falling, his hands firm, but guiding and pleasing her.

Kara nearly fainted from the throbbing moving throughout her lower body. He hadn’t even entered her yet and she was already responding! In her pounding heart, she knew it was because they had secretly loved one another. She knew what sex felt like for sex’s sake only. But when emotions were involved and woven with the act, it was unimaginably delicious and satisfying. Cade was her world. He always had been and he always would be.


Chapter Seven
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There was nothing shy or retiring about Kara in his bed and in his arms. She was a tigress taking what she wanted and giving back to him equally. Cade lifted her up again, this time on his erection, sliding deep within her much to their mutual satisfaction. He gave her two more orgasms, one after the other. Her screams sent a spasm of need so deep within Cade that he couldn’t hold back as the next orgasm erupted from within her sweet, tight body. Her small hands gripped his shoulders as he thrust hard into her, taking her, feeling that bolt of white hot lightning filling him, filling her. Cade nearly blacked out as he came, hard and strong. He gripped her hips, frozen into timelessness with her as they clung in euphoria, their bodies celebrating this moment that neither thought would ever come in their lifetime.

He caught Kara afterward as she suddenly collapsed upon him, crying out his name, her body damp as she slumped across him, both of them breathing like the winded animals they’d become. There was nothing like good, primal sex, Cade thought. But with Kara, it amped up to an entirely different level, leaving him panting, his body still throbbing pleasurably in the aftermath. He loved her. When she nuzzled her cheek against his, murmuring his name, licking his neck, nibbling on his earlobe, he surrendered his heart entirely to her. Before this moment, when they’d collided and melted into a oneness that transcended time and space, Cade still felt he was in the best dream of his entire life. He never wanted it to end. Where did dreams meet reality? Could they combine and become real, forever?

He smoothed his hand down her damp spine, her silky hair covering nearly half his face. She smelled of oranges from her favorite soap. The sweetness of her warm flesh and the scent of sex shared between them made his whole body think about loving her all over again. Kara was all softness and curves. It brought every bit of tenderness out of Cade as they lay with one another in the grayness of the room, their silence heavy with celebration and satisfaction.

Later, he eased Kara off him and tucked her beside him on her back so he could prop himself up on one elbow and see the joy alive within her slumberous eyes. It made Cade feel so damned powerful and even more protective toward her than before. He trailed his thumb across her winged brow, watching her expression as she absorbed his touch.

“I love you,” he said, his voice low with feelings he could barely contain. “I’ll never stop loving you, Kara.” He saw tears glimmer in her eyes as she heard his admission.

Kara reached up, smoothing a few strands off his brow. “I’ll never stop loving you either, Cade.” Her hand stilled on his jaw. “This changes everything. You know that, don’t you?”

“Yeah,” he grunted, “I do. Your old man is the first on my list to confront. He’s going to have to get used to the idea that we’re a couple and we’re serious with one another whether he likes it or not.” He saw her grimace, worry in her eyes. “I’ll handle this for us, Kara. I think your mother will be okay with it…”

“Yes, she will be.”

“Your father doesn’t own you now. He never did.”

Nodding, she sighed, leaning over and kissing his chest. “I make it a point to never see him if I can help it. Right now, he and Mom are in Chicago at a cattle breeding conference. They won’t get home for about four days if you’re thinking of going over to the ranch and telling my father how things are going to be.”

“That’s good to know. Are you all right with living here with me? I don’t want you alone until we can apprehend Fuentes and understand what’s going down with his attacks on you.”

“I’m fine living here with you, Cade. I feel safer here.”

“I’m glad,” he murmured, brushing a kiss across her lush lips. “In time, we’ll get this all sorted out.”

“Sophia’s going to have to continue to guard me at Delos then? Follow me to and from work every day?”

“Yes. Until we can find out why you were attacked, Kara, she’ll tail you home as well as meet you here every morning to see you make it to Delos without incident. We can’t afford to let down our guard.”
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The next morning, Kara was finishing her third cup of coffee, Cade had just left for work, when the phone rang.

“Hello?”

“Kara, this is Sophia. I’ve got food poisoning and I’m sicker than a dog. I can’t meet you this morning at Cade’s home and follow you to Delos. Can you stay there at his home for the day?”

Groaning, Kara said, “Oh, no. I’m sorry you’re feeling crappy. Listen, I’ve got a lot going on this morning at school. We’re getting ready for the field trip tomorrow, remember?”

Now it was Sophia’s turn to make an unhappy sound. “That’s right. I forgot about that. You can’t drive there by yourself. I need to tail you, Kara.”

“Oh, don’t worry it’s only twenty miles. Nothing will happen. I’ll be fine I’m sure.”

“No, don’t do that, Kara. Please…”

She smiled. “Listen, you just take it easy, Sophia, and get well. I’ll call you when I get to Delos just so you won’t worry. Everything will be fine.”

Hanging up, Kara hurried through her morning routine and was out the door and into her small, silver KIA Sorrento SUV. It had already begun to rain. At this time of year Texas was dry, so a good storm front coming through, dumping water, was always welcome in the state.

She made sure the house was locked and quickly got into her car, not wanting to be late for work.

Kara was ten miles from the Delos school when her cellphone rang. The highway was empty and the rain heavy, so she was driving more slowly than normal.

“Hello?”

“Kara?”

“Cade! Is something wrong?”

“No, everything’s fine at my end. Sophia just called and told me you were taking off by yourself to go to Delos. I’m five minutes behind you. I’ll escort you the rest of the way to your school.”

“Oh I’m sorry, Cade. I felt I’d be safe enough and could drive without an escort just this once.”

“Sweetheart, until we resolve what’s going on with Fuentes we can’t take a chance.”

Kara gasped, suddenly aware that a chromed black pickup truck with a lot of chrome trim on it was racing up behind her. Its bumper loomed in her rear window. She dropped the phone, grabbing the steering wheel with both hands. He was going to hit her!

The pickup slammed into her left rear fender and the jolt jerked Kara. The noise was like a thunderclap around her. The seat belt bit into her shoulder. The airbags deployed. In seconds, she was spinning around and around as the car skidded off the wet highway. It leapt over the berm, slamming her hard down into her seat. She saw a flash of the black truck racing by her, headed toward Clayton.

Another cry tore out of her as her SUV canted and slid down the wet, slippery embankment, coming to rest against a rancher’s barbed wire fence below.

Everything went suddenly quiet.

Breathing harshly, Kara was dazed by the suddenness of the attack. Thank God she was wearing her seat belt. She pushed the air bag away from her face, trying to see where she was at.

“Kara!”

She jerked to the left, seeing Cade outside her car window, his face grim, eyes wide with concern. Quickly, she opened the door after struggling to get the air bag out of the way.

“Cade—”

He crouched down between the car door and the frame, his hand on her shoulder. “Are you all right? Are you injured?”

“N-no, just shook up. Someone hit me from behind on purpose.”

“Yeah,” he growled. “I saw it. I’ve just called it in. I need you to come with me, Kara. Can you walk?” He quickly took the seat belt off her, giving her his hand. She nodded and jerkily extricated herself out of the car, in shock.

“W-what are you going to do?” she asked, giving her car a look. The trunk was smashed in, the rear window shattered. She could have died.

Cade was wearing his dark brown nylon jacket to keep dry and he tucked her beneath his arm, leading her quickly up the bank to where his cruiser was parked. “We’re going after that truck. Hurry! Climb in!”

In moments, she was in the passenger side of the cruiser. The light bar on top of the vehicle flashed its red and blue lights. He helped her put on the seatbelt then got in, slamming the car into gear, wheels spinning as he aimed it back onto the shining black asphalt highway.

She hung on, her heart pounding. “W-who was that? Who hit me?”

“I don’t know,” he growled, slowly accelerating the cruiser on the slick highway. What he didn’t want to do was start hydroplaning and then lose control of the vehicle. “I’ve got four cruisers coming up fast on me from the sheriff’s department. We’re going to try and locate the black truck and finish this off, one way or another. I’ve alerted U.S. Border Patrol at the other end of the highway and they’re ready to stop them if they get that far. They’re not getting across the border.”
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A chill bolted through Kara as she hung on, her hair damp around her face. Pushing strands away from her cheek with trembling fingers she said, “I’m sorry, Cade. I should have listened to Sophia and stayed home. I honestly thought it would be safe to drive twenty miles to my school. I really did.”

“It’s all right. Sophia called me right away after you two hung up with one another. I happened to be at the station, getting ready for my shift. No harm, no foul.” He gave her a quick look of reassurance.

“I just didn’t think I’d get attacked again,” she whispered lamely, giving him a woeful look.

“We’ve got to find out what the hell is going on,” he told her grimly, his gaze riveted to the wet, rainy highway.

Kara saw the posts go from wood to white metal pipe fence, indicating they were now flying down the road, paralleling her father’s huge, sprawling ranch. “There’s the truck that hit me!” she cried out, pointing out the windshield.

“Yeah, I see it,” Cade said, grim satisfaction in his tone.

“Look!” she yelped in disbelief. “They’re turning into the main entrance of my father’s ranch! What’s going on here, Cade?”

Cade shrugged, speaking into his radio, giving the deputies who were racing to catch up with him the update. Signing off the radio, he began slowing down, braking to make the turn over the wide cattle guard. “I don’t know what’s going on, Kara. Maybe they think they can run onto anyone’s ranch and try to escape us.” His lips thinned. “It’s not going to work.” He swung the cruiser through the entrance, watching the truck fishtail ahead of them on the slippery asphalt. Every deputy familiarized him or herself with the ranches in Kenedy County. He recalled the layout on the Knight ranch, knowing there was an asphalt road to the main house and about half a mile down, the barn area. The rain had stopped and he saw the white two-story home up ahead and three red barns sitting half a mile behind it.

On either side of the road were fenced pipe rail pastures. In one, there was a small herd of white Santa Gertrudis cows with young calves.

“Where are they going?” Kara demanded, leaning forward, eyes narrowing as she watched the pickup continue at high speed toward her parents’ home.

“I have no idea,” Cade said, glancing in her direction. “They may be trying to lose me.”

“Well,” Kara muttered, “that asphalt road turns into a dirt road at the three barns area. If they think they’re going to lose you on that muddy dirt road, it gets really slippery after a rain. They can’t speed or they’ll crash, Cade.”

“My thoughts exactly. Listen, you need to stay with the cruiser if they stop and bail. All right?”

“Oh, I’m not getting out,” she promised, giving him a worried look. She frowned. “They’re turning into the barn area. What gives?”

Cade didn’t know, tightening his hands on the wheel, slowing down as they quickly approached the ranch home. He saw several wranglers in one pasture on horseback, herding a group of cattle toward another area in the distance. There were two wranglers in the ranch yard, doing clean up duties. Everything looked normal and quiet, but it wasn’t.

His mind churned with possibilities. Once more, Cade got on the radio, advising the deputies where the suspect was headed at the Circle K. They would arrive within minutes.

“They’ve stopping at barn three!” Kara gasped, giving Cade a wide-eyed look of confusion.

“Isn’t that the barn you said was off limits to you by your father?”

“Yes, yes it was. I don’t know what’s inside it. I never went in to find out.”

Cade saw the truck screech to a halt. Two men with rifles as well as pistols on their hips, leaped out, running hard for the closest door to the barn. “Stay in the cruiser, Kara, no matter what happens. Don’t leave it. If they start shooting, get down on the floorboards and keep your head down.”

“I-I won’t leave this car. Why are they running inside the barn? I don’t understand this. They act like they know our ranch and that barn. This doesn’t make sense, Cade.”

Hearing the confusion in her strained voice, he said, “We’re going to find out.” He braked the cruiser no more than ten feet away from the pickup. Both men had already disappeared inside the barn.

It was three-stories tall. What the hell was in there? Cade knew he was in danger by going in after them alone and he needed back up, but he wasn’t willing to wait. Wearing a Kevlar vest beneath his khaki shirt, he quickly parked the cruiser.

“When Burt Larson and the rest of the deputies arrive, they’ll follow me in and give me backup. You stay put. Tell them what you know.”

Giving a nod, she gripped his arm. “Be careful, Cade! Please! God, don’t get hurt!”

“I’ll be okay,” he promised, unsnapping the harness, pushing open the door, and un-holstering his pistol. “Lock the car doors behind me.” He saw how frightened Kara was. Sweeping the area, he saw no other wranglers nearby. He clicked on the radio attached to his shoulder epaulet and alerted the deputies on their way that he was entering barn three to apprehend the two fleeing suspects. He gave clear details about which barn it was and the weapons the men were carrying. The air was humid and warm, and Cade was already starting to sweat as he swept the immediate area for other intruders. Then, he raced toward the small, opened door to barn three. He could hear the lowing of some cattle, a bark of a dog within the white picket fence of the main ranch house. Everything seemed so peaceful.

He worried about the two men as he raced into the entrance of barn three. Who on earth were they? Did they work here? His mind spun with questions as he pressed himself to the door jamb, swiftly looking from side to side as he entered, pistol drawn.

The barn was huge and airy, light pouring in from various windows above from the second and third story of the building. It was grayish light though, which made it hard to see things clearly. His heart was racing as he kept his hands around his pistol and silently slipped inside. Hunkering down behind bales of straw stacked near the door, he heard the rough panting of the men echoing throughout the structure. Their boots struck a floor above him, the thunking sounds reverberating throughout it. His nostrils flared as he caught another scent. Damned if it wasn’t the odor of marijuana! Swiveling his head, Cade saw another group of what appeared to be bales of alfalfa. They were stacked in dark green plastic, to the rear of the first floor, which was where the smell was originating.

However, Cade didn’t have time to check it out. Leaping to his feet, he rapidly covered the distance to a barn ladder attached to the side of the southern wall. It was the only way up to the second and third stories of this place. Where the hell were they going? What did they know that he didn’t? Making sure he moved silently, he quickly ascended the ladder, pushing his pistol into his holster first. Barely easing his head to eye level with the second floor, he saw the two men hurriedly scrambling up the ladder to the third floor.

Grimacing, he took advantage of the situation, throwing himself up on the floor and running quietly to the north side of the barn where that ladder was situated. Neither suspect was looking back to see if someone was following them. That either spoke of their overblown confidence or their stupidity, he couldn’t decide which. It didn’t matter anyway. It played into his hands.

Below, Cade heard other men’s voices. The deputies had arrived. The men disappeared, clunking across the wooden floor, weaving in and around huge lots of bales that were wrapped in dark green plastic. The smell of marijuana was intense up here. Leaping off the ladder, slipping off to one side, Cade gave Burt his position. He didn’t want them shooting at him. Burt informed him that he’d already placed a deputy at the other two entrance/exit points on the first floor of the barn because Kara had told him about them. The rest of the law enforcement officers were coming inside with Burt to join him.

Satisfied, Cade waited for his team to arrive. Only one man at a time could ascend those ladders. Where the hell were they going? What was up on the third floor? Wiping the sweat off his brow with the back of his arm, he waited impatiently, hearing the echo of deputies’ heavy boots coming up the ladder to the second floor. The cavalry had finally arrived.
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Kara sat tensely in the cruiser, her hand pressed against her throat, her gaze riveted on the door of barn three. One grim-looking deputy, armed with an assault weapon, stood guard next to it, keeping watch. She’d seen two other deputies race around the barn with the same weapon, wearing Kevlar vests, heading for the other barn exit points. Her heart wouldn’t stop pounding and all she could think of was Cade and the other deputies being in danger. Cade had just gotten together with her for the first time in their lives. Would they have another day together? Terror ate at her as she twisted and moved restlessly in the passenger seat.

Two of her father’s wranglers had come over after all the sheriff’s cruisers had parked near the barn area. She told them to stay with her and not go near the barn. In as few words as possible through the opened window, she explained what had happened. The two cowboys looked worried and confused by the unexpected intrusion, but remained steadfastly by the cruiser with her, more in a protective stance, which Kara appreciated. They weren’t armed, but she was grateful they remained nearby.

Her mind whirled with so many questions. Neither cowboy had recognized the black truck or its occupants as it had raced by where they had been working in the front yard of the main ranch house. One part of her was glad her parents were in Chicago for the conference and not here to see this happen. She knew her father’s pompous stance in regards to law-enforcement and he would have been a pain in the ass to the deputies here on a manhunt. Word spread fast on a ranch this size and Kara knew that all the wranglers carried a radio. She didn’t know where the foreman was but she was sure he was getting word out to all the employees about what was going down.

Suddenly, shots rang out in the barn.

Kara jumped. A squeal of surprise tore from her.

Both wranglers tensed as well, crouching near the cruiser, their gazes locked on the barn in front of them. The deputy standing guard tensed, rifle aimed at the door.

Oh God! Never had Kara prayed as hard as she did right now. Don’t let Cade get hurt. Please God, protect him! I love him so much! Let us have a life together! The litany spun around and around inside her head as she stared at the barn.

More shots rang out.

Kara squelched her cry. It sounded like a war was going on inside the barn!

She wanted to get out and run in there, but she knew better. The wranglers had moved to either side of the cruiser, like guardians protecting her, telling her to get down on the floorboards and cover her head, which she instantly did. They remained at each main door of the cruiser, hunkering down as bullets flew around the area.

Then, there was complete silence. Kara cautiously lifted her head, her eyes huge. Both the wranglers slowly straightened, intently watching the now quiet barn. Cautiously, Kara dragged herself off the floorboards, eyes trained on the barn. Was someone hurt? What was going on? She swallowed hard, her throat dry, her heart beating so hard she could barely hear because of it.

It was a long ten minutes after the last gunfire had erupted before she saw Cade emerge from the barn with an angry-looking Fuentes in handcuffs. Cade had his game face on and she anxiously scanned it as he pushed the thug toward the other four cruisers behind his own, his gun drawn.

A moment later, a second man in handcuffs was pushed out of the entrance by Burt. The rest of the deputies joined them and they marched the men toward two different cruisers, making them get into the rear of each one.

Kara pushed the door open, seeing Cade coming her way as he holstered his weapon after handing Fuentes off to a deputy at one of the cruisers. He was breathing hard, sweat gleaming on his face. The moment their eyes met and locked, she called his name, wanting to run to him, but forcing herself to walk instead. He met her and although they couldn’t show any affection for one another under the circumstances, his game face dissolved.

“I’m okay,” he rasped, keeping his voice low as they stood a few feet apart. “I love you, Kara. Everything’s going to be all right.”

“I was so scared,” she said, choking back the rest. His slacks were dusty, some straw on them here and there. The armpits of his khaki shirt were stained dark with sweat. His hair was mussed, but he looked fine. He was alive!

Cade gestured to the cruiser. “The dispatcher has called a wrecker to come and pick up your car alongside the highway. They’ll take it to the garage in Clayton. You and I need to go back to HQ. I have to fill out a report on what happened and you have to give a statement. Are you up to it?” He gave her a long, intent look.

“Yes, that’s fine. Has someone from your side called my parents yet? I have my father’s cellphone number if you need it. One of the wrangler’s who protected me at your cruiser had a call from the foreman. He’s already called my father in Chicago to report what’s going on here.”

Cade pulled out his cellphone. “Give it to me. I’ll have the dispatcher get hold of them and let them know what happened. He needs to hear it from us, not from his foreman.”

“What will you do after you write up the report on their truck striking my car?”

“We’ll take the two perps back to headquarters. We’ve already got two FBI agents from Houston there because of another case, and they’ll interrogate them. I’m the officer on record for this arrest and I don’t know how long I’ll be there. Sometimes, these interrogations can go on for hours. Long hours. Unless they both lawyer up.”

“Do you think they’re American citizens?”

“Hell no,” he snorted. “We have U.S. Immigration and Customs Enforcement, coming to pay them a visit as well. My guess is that they’re here illegally. Never mind that they tried to kill you, there’s going to be a boat load of felonies thrown at them.” He walked to the cruiser and opened the door for her. Already, the two men were being driven back to Sarita for interrogation. As he climbed into the cruiser, his cellphone rang and he answered it.

Kara heard him talking to the dispatcher. It was a short conversation. Afterward, he turned to Kara. “Dispatch just contacted your father. Your parents are flying back home on the first available flight. They’ll let us know when they land in Houston.”

Nodding, she said, “Okay. My father will have his helicopter pilot meet them in Houston and fly them back here to the ranch.”

“Are you going to meet them?”

“No. I hardly ever come back to this ranch, Cade. This shootout doesn’t change how I feel. I’m just glad neither of them were here to witness it.”

He reached out, squeezing her hands that were gripped tightly in her lap. “Well, depending upon how the interrogation goes and what we find out, your father and mother may get pulled into this whether they want to or not.”

Her eyes widened. “Why? They were gone. How could they be involved?”

He took a deep breath and said quietly, “When I went into barn three, I found thousands of pounds of marijuana in huge bales, covered in plastic awaiting shipment. Burt found at least five hundred pounds of cocaine in another place on the third floor. It was wrapped in one kilo black plastic bags and stored in a corner. There are a lot of drugs being kept in that barn, Kara. I’m sorry,” he said, searching her stricken looking face.

“Oh, no…”

“Do you think that’s why your father made barn three off limits to you?”

“I-I don’t know. Oh, this is shocking!”

“What about your mother? Do you think she knew about your father’s drug activities?”

Tears came to her eyes and Kara forced them back. “No. My mother would never be involved in something like this!” She rubbed her face, trying to control herself. “My father, I’d believe it, Cade. I really would. I told you his history. Maybe he made Mom and I think that he’d quit dealing drugs at eighteen but maybe he didn’t,” she said, holding his grim looking gaze. And then, a realization struck her. “Oh no! Will the FBI think I’m involved in this too, Cade?”

He gave her an apologetic look. “They’re going to look at everything, Kara. But don’t worry. I know you’re not involved. But it does mean they will talk with you too. Just tell the truth and don’t hold anything back from them. It will help them understand the dynamics between you and your family.” His hand tightened over hers. “It will be all right. I’m here. I’ll be with you every step of the way on this.”

Kara managed a wobbly smile and as Cade released her hand, she forced herself to control her rampant feelings. She wondered if her father knew what had happened. How much had the dispatcher told Cade? Her stomach was still clenched from the shoot-out in the barn. She recognized Fuentes, who had crashed into her SUV. Feeling torn, but she knew Cade had duties to attend to and she would be questioned by the FBI at the sheriff’s headquarters.

What had possessed those two men to hole up in barn three in the first place? She couldn’t shake the grim look in Cade’s eyes either. It was as if he were holding back a lot of emotions, a lot of information. But she couldn’t read his mind, as much as she wanted to. Tonight when he finally got home, they would talk. Then she’d find out a lot more about Fuentes and why he was still after her. This was an unraveling nightmare to Kara and she was dizzied by the information Cade had given her. Was her father really into dealing drugs?

Her left arm near her elbow was badly bruised from the auto accident and she cupped it, the heat feeling good on it. That was the only injury she’d sustained from her car being hit and spinning out of control. It was enough. How badly she ached to be at home with Cade. Alone. Only with him.


Chapter Eight
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It was six p.m. and Cade was trying to gird himself emotionally with the coming information he had to give to Kara. The FBI had talked to her and released her by late morning, but they had asked her to remain in Cade’s office in case they wanted to talk with her again later. Her parents had arrived at the sheriff’s office. The FBI would not allow them to meet one another, keeping them separated. Kara was understandably upset but understood. She found out that the FBI, ICE, the DEA, U.S. Border Patrol, and now ATF, were involved. The search by the FBI in barn three revealed a cache of long rifles, among them, AK-47s.

The Kenedy County Sheriff’s Department building wasn’t that large to begin with but now, it was cramped with law enforcement staff, agents, officers, and suspects. Wiping his mouth, he opened his office where Kara was patiently waiting for him. She looked stressed, her eyes dark. She’d been through a hell of a lot today.

“Can I see Mom now?” she asked hopefully, sitting up in the chair behind his desk.

With a shake of his head, he quietly shut the door. “No, not yet. How are you holding up? Would you like another bottle of water?”

“No, I’m okay. You look so tired, Cade.”

He was tired to his soul because of what he was going to have to share with her.

“I need to go over some things with you, Kara.” He came around the desk and pulled up a second chair, taking her hands in his as he faced her. “The good news is that you’re not a suspect in this case.” He saw instant relief in her eyes. “From everything I’m hearing, and this isn’t approved yet but will be shortly, your mother is not a suspect either.”

More relief came to her face. His hands tightened around her damp fingers.

“Fuentes, when the FBI agent started to interrogate him, made a mistake that the agent caught.” Releasing her hand, he pulled up the sleeve, exposing his wrist. “Fuentes demanded to make a call to a lawyer first thing. We have to legally honor that request. The agent nodded and then saw him look at the inside of his left wrist. The man has tattoos from each of his wrists to his shoulders and his neck,” Cade said. “The agent saw the number. He got up and gave Fuentes the phone to make the call. Afterward, the agent ran the number.” His voice lowered.

“Kara, it was your father’s private cellphone number.”

Her brows flew up and she gasped. Pulling her other hand from his, she said, “My father isn’t a lawyer. Why would Fuentes call him?”

“That’s what the FBI agent wanted to know. Fuentes would say nothing except that his attorney would be here shortly.” Wincing inwardly, Cade saw the terrible reality land on Kara.

“Then Fuentes is someone who works for my father? He never got out of the drug business did he, Cade?”

“Doesn’t look like it.” He reached for her hand, holding her grief-stricken gaze. “I’m sorry, Kara. You didn’t deserve this. Neither did your mother. She didn’t have a clue about your father’s covert activities, either.”

“Then,” she wobbled, “did my father send Fuentes to attack me? To what end? I don’t understand.”

“Remember when I was in the hospital with you and your father came to visit you?”

“Yes.”

“He told you that you’d be safer on the ranch, that you should come back and live there with them. He wanted to teach you to be the foreman of it someday. Do you remember that conversation?” Because Cade had never forgotten the bastard’s demeanor toward his only daughter. Even now, it made him angry. Kara’s gaze went from grief stricken to utterly shocked.

“Oh…no, Cade. No, he wouldn’t do that to me! He couldn’t have sent Fuentes after me hoping that it would scare me back to the ranch, back to him.” And then she placed her hand against her lips, staring at him with anguish as the truth sunk in.

“That’s what we all think, although your father isn’t saying a word. Fuentes however, is going to turn evidence on your father over to the FBI and tell them everything he knows. He’s going for a plea deal. He said your father hired him to scare you,” Cade told her quietly, seeing tears form in her eyes. How badly he wanted to protect her but this time, he couldn’t. It made Cade feel helpless in a way he never wanted to feel.

Kara was the innocent in all of this. And never had she looked as devastated as she did right now.

“I-I don’t want to believe it, Cade. He never lifted a hand to me while I was growing up.”

“He didn’t have to, sweetheart. He abused you in other ways to keep you under his control.” She closed her eyes, the corners of her mouth pulling inward for a moment. “I wish…I wish I could make this go away, Kara, but this is a nightmare for you and your mom.”

Opening her eyes, she stared at him. “My poor mother. What must she be going through? To be deceived like that, Cade. And lied to? Our whole life was a complete sham.”

“We’re just at the tip of this investigation. Your father has lawyered up. It’s going to be on law enforcement’s shoulders to prove he’s a major drug running player. Remember those illegal immigrants you saw that night when you were ten-years-old? And that little boy who got his arm broken for running away because he was scared?”

“Yes?”

“The FBI thinks your father was a regional hub for illegal immigrants coming across the border, a coyote of sorts. He probably got paid by the head.”

Kara eased to her feet and walked slowly around the office, her arms around her waist, holding herself.

Cade stood and took her into his arms, wanting to give her something…anything, to ease her pain. To his great relief, she sighed, slid her arms around his waist and snuggled against his chest. He could feel her weariness and worse, her shame over her father’s secret, double life.

“He blindsided us,” she mumbled against his shirt. “Mom and I didn’t have a clue.”

“Yeah, he blindsided the people he supposedly loved,” Cade agreed hoarsely, kissing her temple, sliding his hand through her hair, needing to give her some kind of comfort. Knowing that in the coming months, maybe even years, her family’s name was going to be dragged through the mud in the national news. It was just another heavy burden Kara had to carry. But she wouldn’t have to do it alone. He would be at her side, carrying it with her every step of the way.
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The cool November evening made Kara put on a sweater as she sat outside on the porch swing at Cade’s home. The sun was setting, the sky torn with clouds heralding the late-season hurricane that had entered the Gulf a day ago. Rain and wind were in the forecast. She sat there using the toe of her shoe to push the large wooden swing slowly back and forth. The last three months of her life had been the worst and the best she’d ever experienced.

Cade nudged the door open with the toe of his cowboy boot, balancing two cups of hot chocolate with whipped cream in his hands.

Kara smiled, taking one cup, thanking him. He came and sat next to her, placing his arm around her shoulders, drawing her against him. “You’re my dessert,” she murmured, lifting her chin, meeting and holding the warmth in his light brown gaze. “Thank you.”

“Every day with you is a gift to me, Kara” he said. Looking down at the engagement ring on her left hand, he added, “I don’t know how I lived without you in my life. I really don’t.”

Her body glowed with the memory of them making love an hour earlier. She took a sip of the chocolate, setting it on a nearby table. Then, she nestled against him. “Me either,” she murmured, pressing a kiss into the black polo shirt he wore. “I’m so happy with you, Cade,” she said, melting beneath the burning look of love that he gave her. “Despite everything, I’ve never been happier.”

“Good, because it’s gotten pretty bad of late,” he mumbled, taking a sip of the hot chocolate, licking his lips free of the whipped cream.

She smiled, lifting her finger, removing a bit from his upper lip. “Mmmm…you make everything we do sensual and erotic, you know that?” She opened her lips, licking the cream off her finger, watching his eyes narrow on her, feeling his alpha male response.

“Because we have how many years of yearning stored up for one another? Now, for the first time in our lives, we’re really getting to share how we felt about one another all those years,” Cade teased, giving her a swift, hot kiss on the mouth. He felt her smile beneath his mouth as he slowly parted from her lips, seeing the joy dancing in her eyes.

“Maybe,” she agreed equitably, content to take another sip of her hot chocolate.

“How’s your mom doing adjusting to being boss of the ranch?”

“Surprisingly well. At first, after Father was indicted, I didn’t know if she was going to make it. But she turned a corner and she’s doing fine now. She asked us to join her for Thanksgiving. Are you up for that? She invited your mom too.”

“How do you feel about it? I know when you go to the ranch the bad memories come back.”

Shrugging, she said, “Mom had an important ‘aha’ moment for me the other day on the phone, Cade. She said that she’d fallen out of love with my father after I was born. He wanted only her, not her child. She stayed in that loveless marriage because of me and I found that sad, but I didn’t say that to her. It was confounding her that he wanted me back on the ranch when he’d never wanted me at all. When she found out from the FBI that he’d hired Fuentes to ‘scare’ me into coming back to the ranch, she filed for a divorce. Now, he’s a stranger to her—someone she no longer knows. He’s in jail in Houston awaiting trial, with no bond set. The more we both found out about his deep drug roots, the easier it was for me to completely release myself from him. Mom said I was not guilty in any of this. That I took from the best of his genes, not the worst. She saw how important Delos was to me, and how happy I was. She wanted me to know that she fully supported all my choices in life.”

“Good to hear,” Cade murmured. “That took a lot of courage on her part, too.”

“Yes, it did. But I can’t imagine being in a loveless marriage with a man who was so dark, who lied to her constantly, and hid from her his real business, which was drugs, weapons, and trafficking.”

Squeezing her shoulders gently, he said gruffly, “Your mom did the best she could, and on the plus side, the ranch is starting to thrive. She’s hired new wranglers to replace the ones in cahoots with your father’s drug business. I think she’s happy and she’s fully capable of running that ranch.”

“I took the liberty of calling your mom,” she said, holding his gaze. “She’s more than willing to bury the hatchet between the two families. She’s glad to be starting over with all of us.”

“That’s good,” Cade said, finishing off the hot chocolate and placing the mug on a nearby table. “I’d like to go to the ranch for Turkey Day,” he said, smiling at her. “Are you going to make pumpkin pies? The one you made a month ago was really good.”

Laughing, she nodded. “For you? Anything.”
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Cade knew the depth of courage and strength that Kara possessed as never before. When the news story hit about Jud Knight being the second-in-command within the Gomez drug cartel on the U.S. side of the multi-country operation, he watched the devastation, the shock, and hurt move through Kara daily. But like her Texan mother, and like all Texas born women he knew, they had titanium spines. Within a week, the famous Knight ranch became an embarrassment to the state. People who had known Knight were surprised and didn’t want to believe it. But as more and more evidence was produced, the world accepted the rich man’s illegal schemes. Luckily, Kara and her mother were not muddied in the screaming headlines. They were just the collateral damage and of little interest to the news hounds.

And Cade was glad because Kara was fragile after that for a couple of months, but her mother was a stanchion of strength for her, and so was he. Between the two of them Kara was rediscovering her own core strength and balance. She had children’s lives to guide, a day care center that helped so many working class parents. Each day when she returned to Cade’s home, he could see how helping these children helped her recover too. The love they effortlessly bestowed upon Kara was doing its healing work. Cade was there for her as she cried when she had nightmares, or when she felt abandoned by her larger-than-life, controlling father. The blindsiding had deeply wounded both women, but like the Texans they were, they fought back and found a deeper strength to continue to move forward.

Cade and Kara were going to marry on February 14th, Valentine’s Day. It was all heart’s day, in Cade’s way of thinking and seeing the world. Both mothers had become good friends over the course of the last few months, planning Kara’s wedding with him. And that made his heart sing. As he swung with her, watching her sip the rich hot chocolate, watching that diamond engagement ring glint in the evening dusk coming upon them, he’d never felt happier or more fulfilled.

Cade found their life paths crisscrossing so many times and yet, because of Kara’s father, they’d split apart from one another. Sometimes, he woke up at night after making love with her, amazed at how they had found one another once again, despite the man’s machinations. Their hearts yearned to be together, regardless of time, place, or space. He loved Kara with his life and always would. The dreams they dreamed together now were incredible and were filled with such hope and love. He pressed a kiss to her hair, never happier, never more fulfilled.

The End
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Secret Dream

“Cav! There’s my mom and dad!” She practically ran toward them, dragging him along with her. Though she was a tiny little thing, Cav had learned early on she wasn’t weak.

Cav saw a tall, darkly tanned man in a straw cowboy hat, a chambray shirt, jeans, and work boots standing next to a woman. She had blond hair and was wearing a short-sleeved white blouse, jeans, and flat, sensible leather shoes. He saw their faces light up when they spotted Lia.

“Hey,” he called to Lia, “go to them. I’ll follow.” He released her hand but she turned, giving him a pouty look.

“I’m not leaving you behind!” Lia grabbed at his hand once more, turning and urging him to hurry along. Cav broke out into a self-conscious grin as he saw her parents watching their exchange. Is this what a family did when a stranger was brought along, dragged hurriedly to them? Cav felt out of place, uncomfortable, as he saw Lia’s mother scowl, her green eyes narrowing judgmentally upon him. He hoped what he was wearing didn’t make her think he wasn’t worthy of Lia. Because the way she was sizing him up, Cav felt the full impact of her all-terrain radar, which was focused solely on him. He’d worn bone-colored chinos, a bright red polo shirt, and a black baseball cap. He’d purposely kept his dark glasses hanging out of his shirt pocket. As a SEAL, he would always wear them, but Lia complained constantly that she loved to look into his hazel eyes, not see her reflection in his shades. Cav had to remind himself that he wasn’t in PSD—personal security detail—mode, that he was with the woman he loved. Lia was practically jumping up and down now, hurrying to reach her parents, who were smiling widely. That was a relief. Susan Cassidy could smile. That laserlike look she’d given him was gone now. Phew.

“Mom! Dad!” Lia cried out. She dragged Cav over to them. “This is Cav Jordan. Cav? My dad, Steve Cassidy. My mom, Susan.”

She released Cav’s right hand. He awkwardly extended it toward Susan. “Mrs. Cassidy, it’s nice to meet you.” He felt her stare icily at him, as if he were some alien who had just come from outer space. Reluctantly, she proffered her hand, barely shaking his.

“Nice to meet you, Mr. Jordan.”

He felt that limp handshake of hers and tried to make the best of it, but the vibe from her wasn’t good. Great.

“Call him Cav, Mom,” Lia pleaded, launching herself at her mother, throwing her arms around her.

Cav stood back, watching mother and daughter embrace one another. All of that ice melted instantly as Susan grabbed her shorter daughter and held her strongly in her arms. The love was clearly written in her face. Cav swallowed hard. For a moment, he pictured his mother, who, when he was a young child, had hauled him into her arms and held him just as tightly as Susan was holding her daughter.
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September, 2015

Brier Creek, Texas

“Hell and biscuits.”

Beatrice Cartwright peered at the shards of broken glass under the edge of the counter. The broom and the vacuum hadn’t reached it. There was no help for it. She’d have to move the case.

This was not good news.

She’d have to remove the bolts from the bottom and then find some burly redneck to move the damn thing. The last two days had been a nightmare and it kept getting worse.

“Bea?”

She peeked over the top of the case to see her friend Kim standing at the door. The window beside Kim was busted. That was how the thieves had entered the store.

Kim twirled in a circle, her dark brown and purple hair swirling with her. She’d been trying to cheer up Bea since the burglary. “What do you think? Chloe just redid the color.” She pursed her lips and posed like a model on a catwalk. “C’mon, Queen Bea, gimme something.”

Bea grimaced. “Don’t call me that.” She got to her feet. “I’m trying to get this place cleaned up so I can reopen.”

The thief had done more than steal inventory. He’d caused thousands of dollars in damage. It was the first time she’d had something like this happen since she had taken over the store. It was frustrating and frightening, but she couldn’t let it stop her from moving forward. Bea was one of the few female business owners in town. She’d be damned if she failed to keep her parents’ store open because of one idiot.

Kim looked around, her brown eyes wide. “Why the hell did they break all the glass?”

“I could probably guess, but the truth is, I have no idea.” Bea set the dust broom on one of the few display cases that wasn’t broken. “It’s not like I have any inventory in here at night. It’s all in the safe. All they got was ammunition, cleaning supplies, and a few range bags. Mostly, they broke shit.”

Kim shook her head, the purple locks shining in the sun streaming through the broken windows. “Asshole.”

“True dat.” Bea sighed. “The crime scene techs took all kinds of fingerprints and stuff. The cops said a Texas Ranger was going to come by to investigate. Something about a string of break-ins across the county. My insurance company adjuster left about an hour ago. Now I wait for the ranger.”

“What about the glass? Did you call Lenny Redman?” Kim was an eccentric girl who could put people off. If it wasn’t her sense of style, it was the camera. She always had it with her and snapped pictures of everything, including of the jagged pieces of glass in the store.

“He’s gone over to the McLellans’ place. He’ll be back later.” Bea didn’t really look forward to the town glazier’s visit. The cost to replace so much glass would be staggering. She worried her insurance wouldn’t cover everything that needed to be fixed or replaced. And her display cases were the ones her father had bought forty years earlier. No doubt she couldn’t replace them and, if the glass was irreplaceable, she would be heartbroken to lose another piece of her parents’ legacy.

“Do you want some lunch?” Kim offered. “I was going to meet Rose at the café.”

“I’m not in the mood to eat. You go on and enjoy.” Bea wanted to wallow in self-pity for a while. Much as she loved Kim, the woman had more energy than half a dozen toddlers hopped up on marshmallow Peeps. Right about then, Bea hardly had the wherewithal to smile.

“Text me if you change your mind.” Kim hugged her, the scent of lavender and vanilla washing over Bea. They’d been best friends since third grade and Kim was the one constant in her life.

After Kim left, Bea went back to inventorying the shelves and taking pictures. It was boring but it was something. Otherwise, she would spend too much time nursing her anger over the burglary. And the damn ranger who was at least an hour late.

She spotted the flyswatter behind the cash register and snatched it up. She crouched down beneath the large display case again, intent on getting the glass shards out without moving the damn thing.

“Hello?” A man’s voice rang through the interior. “Is anyone here?”

Bea got to her feet, the filthy flyswatter in hand, her kinky blonde hair flying. Standing there in the doorway was the very last person she ever wanted to see in her life.

Lazarus Graham.

All six foot two of him with rich, dark brown hair, beautiful eyes, and shoulders wider than the state of Texas. He’d gotten bigger in the last ten years, which only served to accentuate the sheer size and masculinity of him. Oh, he was a perfect specimen.

Too bad he was such a pompous ass.

Laz didn’t know whether to howl or curse a blue streak. Beatrice goddamn Carmichael. He should have remembered the store belonged to her parents, but since he and his sisters hadn’t frequented the gun shop much as kids, he’d rarely stepped foot inside. Until the moment he saw the girl who had hated him since they were eight.

Fuck.

“What the hell do you want?” Her sharp whiskey voice cut through him.

“I’m looking for the owner.” That sounded as stupid as a bag of hammers.

“You’re looking at her. Now get out.” She waved a ratty-looking flyswatter toward the door. “Two steps behind you.”

“No.”

Her blonde brows went up toward that frizzy halo of hair. Freckles still smattered across her nose and cheeks. And the one feature he could never quite forget, those beautiful breasts, strained against a Firefly T-shirt that had seen better days.

Jesus please us. She was still a knockout, not that he would ever tell her that. Bea hated him almost as much as he disliked her. It annoyed the hell out of him that he found her hot and sexy.

“You do realize this is a gun store? I am armed.” She gestured to her waist. “At all times.”

Any Texan worth his salt had a gun handy, but she took it to another level. The woman knew more about guns, weapons, and their capabilities than any person in Brier Creek. She’d threatened more than once to shoot his balls off.

Laz needed to get control of the situation and his reaction. So he pulled out the only tool left in his arsenal, being a hard-ass cop.

“Miss, are you threatening an officer of the law? You do realize that’s a crime.” He put his hands on his hips. “I’m here to investigate. If you are the owner, then I suggest you work with me. I’m Ranger Graham.”

The shock on her face gave way to disbelief and then finally to cold anger. “Are you trying to tell me you don’t know who I am?”

“If you’re the owner of this shop, I suggest you enlighten me as to who you are.” He crossed his arms and widened his stance. Cool and calm on the outside, rioting emotions deep inside. He wouldn’t, couldn’t, let any of that out. He needed to do his job and get out of there as soon as possible. If his family knew he was in Brier Creek without stopping at the Circle Eight, the hell that would rain down on him would scorch the earth.

“You’re still an asshole, Lazarus Matthew Graham.” She slapped the flyswatter on her leg. “My name is Beatrice Cartwright and I own this shop. Somebody broke in, then proceeded to destroy every piece of glass and steal about five grand in stock.” She waved her arm at the visible damage. “If you’re investigating, then get it done then get the hell out.”

Laz touched the brim of his hat then pulled the notebook out of his shirt pocket. He walked around the store creating a diagram of the interior and noting the damage done. If someone could have flames shoot from their eyes, Bea would certainly have done it. His back burned from the heat of her gaze.

Or perhaps it was guilt.

The truth was, he had made mistakes from the time they had been children. She had always set him off balance and that pricked his pride. Therefore he’d acted like an ass. He’d never apologized for any of his stupidity, which just made things worse. In a perfect world, they might have been friends, or more. Instead they were two people who sniped at each other, never to be more than impolite strangers.

Too bad she was friends with all three of his sisters, particularly Rose. At least he thought they were still friends. Laz hadn’t been back to Brier Creek in almost ten years. Now he’d stepped into the past and opened himself up to a shit storm from multiple directions.

“What time did you close the store the night of the burglary?”

She harrumphed. “Same time as I always do. Six o’clock.”

“Do you have surveillance cameras?” He pointed at the obvious domes on the ceiling. “Or is that for show?”

Her expression hardened. “Yes, I have surveillance. I installed it myself.”

“I have the owner as Patrick Cartwright. Is he here to corroborate your information?”

Her mouth dropped open. “Are you kidding me? Are you fucking kidding me?”

Laz had deliberately closed himself off from Brier Creek and everyone he’d grown up with. He was the black sheep of the great Graham legacy. The rancher’s son who refused to be a rancher. Apparently he’d missed a few bits of information, such as what happened to Bea’s father.

“I’m going by the information the dispatcher had—”

“Shut up, Laz. Just shut up.” She ran her hand down her face and stepped around from behind the display. Bea wore a pair of shorts that revealed more than they covered. His attraction to her hadn’t disappeared and now it notched up even farther.

Shit.

“If you had bothered to come home in the last decade, you’d know that my parents were killed in a plane crash. Both of them died when I was twenty. I’ve been the owner of this shop for eight years. Me. Your dispatcher is an idiot.” She walked through the dark blue curtain covering a doorway and disappeared.

Laz let out a long breath. He’d intended to do his job and leave. When he had been assigned to investigate the crime, which was a string of smash and grabs in the county, he had resisted. A lie. He hadn’t resisted, he’d refused. Then his boss told him in no uncertain terms, he wasn’t allowed to say no. So he had to drive back to Brier Creek, the town he’d avoided since he was eighteen.

Here Laz was, now distracted by a woman who hated him but whom he could spend a week in bed with, and the impending doom of his family discovering he was in town. It wasn’t a comfortable place to be.

Apparently he’d missed a devastating period in her life when her parents had died. Taking on the responsibility of a business—a gun business—at age twenty took big brass balls. Bea was one of the few people with enough gumption and smarts to do it. He was glad for her, even if he could never tell her. Too many years of acrimony had soured any friendship they might have had. And, of course, there was the fact he’d been gone for so long.

Shaking off the past, he focused on what he needed to do and combed over the damage, noting the similarities to the previous crimes. The oddball thing was the other crimes were at different types of businesses. There was a dry cleaner, a craft store, a travel agency, a florist, and now a gun store. The only thing they had in common was they were owned by individuals, not big box stores or chains.

“Miss Cartwright?” he called toward the curtain.

“I’m busy,” came the muffled response.

He supposed he deserved that. Why would he pretend not to know her? That was his first mistake. Now he needed not to make any more stupid moves. She needed his skills as a lawman, not his regret as someone who treated her badly when they were growing up.

“I need to speak with you.” He stood at the edge of the curtain, the linen almost see-through. Her shadow moved within, the spectacular curves not hidden by the fabric.

“I told you I’m busy.” She huffed out an impatient breath, muttering too low for him to understand.

Laz waited a full minute before he pushed the curtain aside and strode into the back room. He’d not been back there before, and had only been in the store a couple times with his father years ago. He was as surprised by his action as she was.

“What?” she scowled.

He took off his hat. “Bea, I’m sorry.” It rolled off his tongue before he could stuff the words back in his mouth.

She blinked. “Did you just call me Bea?”

“I promise I’m not trying to be a dick. I, uh, just want to help you catch the perp.” He managed not to sound like a complete idiot, but it was a near thing.

“And you’re sorry for what? Pretending not to know who I was? Or pretending not to know my parents are dead?” She crossed her arms and narrowed her gaze.

“I didn’t know about your parents, but I’m sorry for your loss. I know what it feels like.” His own mother’s death had been the catalyst for the changes in his life and the direction he’d run. “I apologize for the foolishness out there. I was surprised and I put on my ranger face.”

“I’d say you put on your dickhead face.” Her lips twisted. “Although that just sounds gross so let’s skip it. I accept your apology out of respect for your family, not for you.”

He fiddled with the brim of his hat. “I’m here to investigate the burglary and I’d appreciate your coop—I mean, your help.”

“Fine. But don’t expect me to be nice to you.” She sniffed. “I tried that a long time ago and you shut me down.”

Laz had been an arrogant little son of a bitch and he knew it. His pride had always been his downfall. How could he explain to her that he’d changed, that becoming a man of the law had given him the purpose he’d been lacking? A reason to get up in the morning.

“I’ve changed, and I’m sure you have too. None of us are who we were as children.” He held up his notepad. “Can you walk through this with me so I’m not missing anything?”

She nodded, albeit reluctantly. “The sooner you get what you need, the sooner you can be on your way.”

She led him to a table farther into the building, one that had four chairs, a gun mat, and a number of sprays, oils, and other gun cleaning supplies. While she folded up the mat and stacked up the others, he sat in a well-worn chair and opened his notes.

This was the last place he’d expected to be when he woke up that morning. Across the table from Queen Bea, the girl who had been his enemy for the last twenty years. But in truth, she had been the one girl he’d been unable to charm as a teenager, and the one he suspected he could have loved.


Chapter Two
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Bea tried not to look at him. Lazarus Graham had always been good-looking as a boy, and now, as a grown man, he was ridiculously handsome. She sneaked glances at his thick, dark-brown hair cut in tight near his ears and a little longer on top, with a few stray curls popping up. His jaw was square with a shave of military precision. His lips were full but not too full. But it was his eyes that always got her. Most of the Grahams had this strange blue-green color, some more blue and others more green. Laz’s eyes were the color of the ocean.

She pinched herself to stop cataloging his gorgeous visage and start focusing on the burglary details. The sooner he got what he needed, the sooner he would leave.

The fact he’d pretended not to know her still rankled, although she grudgingly admitted he had, for once, apologized for it. He came back to Brier Creek after ten years for her burglary. What did that mean? Why hadn’t he told his family? Or worse, hadn’t he visited the ranch in all that time?

She was bursting with questions but needed to mind her own business. It was his life, not hers. If he didn’t want to be with his family, it was none of her business. Not a smidge.

“From what I can tell, the perpetrator came in by smashing the front door. Yet I see you have an alarm.” He gestured to the control panel on the wall. “Did it go off?”

She frowned “No, it didn’t. I checked with the alarm company and they said I’d disabled it at two thirty-two in the morning. I wasn’t asleep at that time and I sure as hell wouldn’t have disabled the alarm so the bastard could get in here.”

Laz cocked his head, staring at the panel. “So you’re saying someone came in here and disabled the alarm, and then broke the front door?”

“No, I think someone remotely disabled the alarm, then they took glee in busting every piece of glass in my store. I’d fallen asleep with headphones on listening to music so I didn’t hear a damn thing. From what I can tell, they didn’t even attempt to open the safe.” She pointed at the door at the back of the room, which her father had always called the safe closet. “Untouched and secured with over two hundred thousand in inventory.”

He wrote more in the notepad while she again attempted not to stare at him. Why did the man have to be so blasted good-looking while she was as ordinary as a stalk of wheat? Whoever was handing out the attractive genes surely could have given her a few more.

“Does anyone else know the alarm code for the store?”

She nodded. “Me, Kim, the alarm company of course, but no one else.”

“Kim?”

“Kim Raeford. We went to school together.” She waited to see if he would pretend not to know her too.

“Ah, yes. I remember her. Dressed up like Madonna all the time.”

Bea barked a laugh. “I’d forgotten that. That cone bra was classic, wasn’t it? When she walked into biology class—”

“Can we focus on this?” His tone wasn’t condescending, but it was firm, and damned if it didn’t make her cheeks burn with embarrassment. The man was such an ass.

“By all means.” She examined her fingernails studiously, anything to avoid looking at him.

“If someone has the capability to remotely disable alarms in stores, then there has to be a connection to the alarm company.” He flipped through the notebook for a minute. “I didn’t note anything about the alarm being disabled in the other burglaries, but I’m going to pursue that lead.”

“Other burglaries?” Bea perked up despite her desire to remain indifferent to him.

He glanced up at her and grimaced. “There have been a series of burglaries at small businesses across the county in the last six months. Smash and grabs like this although yours is the most destructive I’ve seen.”

“I remember hearing about a few, but they weren’t gun stores, right? If they’re related that’s why the rangers are involved in such a small event.”

He tilted his head. “I’d say this is far from a small event for you, Bea.”

The sound of her name on his lips made a butterfly dance merrily in her stomach. Well, then, she needed a hard dose of reality to push aside her foolish obsession with his looks.

“No, it pretty well sucks donkey balls. I’d like to get everything cleaned up and repaired so I can make money to pay what will certainly be even more ridiculously high insurance premiums.” She tapped the table. “How long will it take for you to solve this crime?”

“It’s not an exact science. I observe, take notes, follow up, and beat the pavement to track down the perps. There’s no magic date or time.” He turned back to his blasted notes. “Are you a member of any small business association?”

She counted to five before she answered. He was trying to do his job, not make her crazy. At least she hoped he wasn’t or she might have to show him what she learned in boxing class.

“No, I’m not. I’ve been approached by the Rotary, the Chamber of Commerce, and that sort of thing, but I couldn’t afford the time required to be part of them. Not yet. It’s been years since I took over the business, I know, but I still struggle each day to stay afloat.” Her voice thickened and her eyes pricked with tears.

Not now, Bea. Not now! Keep it together!

“Anyone too persistent to get you to join their small business group? Or anyone acting suspicious in the store?” He didn’t call attention to her emotional response, for which she was grateful.

“It’s a gun shop. People can be squirrelly when they come in, especially if they’ve never bought a weapon.” She pointed at the desk in the front of the room. “I’ve got a record of everyone who’s bought anything but not the looky-loos.”

“And your surveillance footage?”

“Stored digitally at an offsite hosting server. Unfortunately, whoever disabled the alarm system also put what looks like cooking spray on the cameras so all you can see in the footage are blurry shadows.” She was certain there was something she was missing in all this, but she didn’t know what it was.

“I’d like to see it anyway, if you don’t mind.” He scribbled away in his notepad. She watched his large hands move with a kind of fluidity she didn’t expect. Then again, Laz Graham moved like a big cat with feline grace.

“Sure. Anything else you need, Captain?” She hadn’t meant to sound testy but somehow the words tumbled out anyway. Her deep-seated issues with the man were from ancient incidents that she couldn’t seem to let go. Bea made herself a promise to look ahead and not behind. Yet one look at Laz Graham and she was ten years old again.

“Ranger Graham, not captain. Or Lazarus. Or Laz.” The corner of his mouth lifted. “Or you can call me Cracker.”

Bea was transported back in time, to Mrs. Lidell’s third grade class and her first day of school in Brier Creek. She’d been chunky as a child, with freckles covering most of her face and hair that would not be tamed by a brush. When a group of boys had approached her on the playground and teased her, she did the only thing she could think of. She called the leader of the group, whose last name was Graham, a cracker, as in graham cracker. It hadn’t gone over well and Laz spent the next ten years teasing the shit out of her.

Now he turned the cracker comment into a joke?

“That’s not funny.” She got to her feet and went to retrieve her laptop. “Do you know how much I went through because you didn’t like my fat face or my smart mouth?” Bea didn’t want for a reply. She willed her hands to stop shaking as she returned to the table.

He shook his head. “I’m not that person anymore. Neither are you. I owe people apologies, including you, but I never disliked you because of what you looked like. You were different, new, pretty, and smart, and for that we treated you like an outsider.” Laz tapped his pencil. “I can’t believe I’m discussing third grade with you.”

She slammed her hand down on the table hard enough to reverberate through her bones. “Pretty? Ridiculous nonsense. And it wasn’t just third grade and you know it. How about the incident at the pond on your ranch when we were thirteen?” The memory of that day gave her nightmares and shaped her self-worth for a good ten years.

“Jesus, I never meant to hurt you. I was an idiot boy with a permanent stick in his pants.” He pushed away from the table, his gaze locked on hers. “I’m sorry, Bea.”

“You made fun of me in my bathing suit, called me Queen Bea, all round and fuzzy just like a bee. That name haunted me for years. I never accepted another invitation from Rose to go out to the Circle Eight.” She had put it behind her, she really had, but right now, seeing the man who had been the boy, the humiliation came back to her with a slap.

“I’m sorry, Bea. I’ll say it as many times as you need me to. I was a selfish asshole who never thought about anybody but myself. My father certainly told me enough times.” He gestured to the chair across from him. “We’re adults now and maybe we can be who we are now instead of rehashing who we were. I know I don’t want to live in the past.”

“Is that why you disappeared? To run from facing your past?” She didn’t like how bitter she sounded. And she sure as hell didn’t like the way she felt.

“No, I left because I could never be the man my father wanted me to be. I was a failure at being a Graham, so I had to find something else to be.” The naked honesty in his eyes pierced her. She understood all too well about not being who people wanted her to be.

She sat down in the chair and looked at him, really looked at him. “I believe you.”

“And do you accept my apology?”

She sighed. “I want to, but I’m going to have to give myself some time to recover from this conversation.”

Laz nodded. “So will I. Last thing I expected when I woke up today.”

“Damn straight.” She pointed at his notepad. “Let’s get the rest of your questions done and I’ll put the footage on a memory stick for you.”

Unbelievable as it was, Bea felt better. Like a cork popping after years of being shaken up. She was more comfortable with him.

Something she would have never expected in her lifetime.

Laz’s gut was in knots. To be brought to the mat by Bea was embarrassing. Less than he’d done to her when he was an arrogant little shit. He had treated people as though he was better than them all his life. He’d never considered anyone until the day his mother died.

He’d been out riding his favorite gelding, drinking beer although he was only eighteen. No one dared not give a Graham liquor even if he was too young to buy it. He’d ignored his father’s calls on his expensive cell phone. He drank until he passed out by the very same pond he’d seen Bea swimming in five years before. Her curves had stunned him, and he’d lashed out, confused and flustered by his response.

At the age of eighteen, he was at the height of his miserableness as a human being. Then he arrived home hours after his father had tried so hard to call him, only to find his mother had died. She’d fallen from a ladder and hit her head. The bleeding in her brain couldn’t be stopped and she couldn’t wait for her drunk son to come to the hospital. She’d left a note for him at home before she’d left in the ambulance, one he had never shown another human being.

That was the day he shed the skin of Lazarus Asshole Graham and turned into the kind of man his mother would be proud of. A ranger. An honorable person who always did the right thing. Staying away from Brier Creek meant he didn’t have to face whom he’d been.

Returning for Bea was poetic justice. She was the one he’d wronged so many times he could hardly count. She was right to be angry and he wouldn’t blame her if she never forgave him. Laz had been hiding from the ugly truth of who he’d been. Now he had no choice but to own up to it.

He and Bea worked another thirty minutes going through everything that happened the week before the burglary until Laz felt like he had all the information he needed.

“Bea, are you back here?” A woman’s voice came from the front of the shop.

“Yeah, I’m—”

Laz put his hand on Bea’s arm. “Who is it?” he whispered.

“Kim Raeford. Remember, I told you about her earlier?” She shook off his hand. “She’s armed but only because I taught her how to shoot, helped her pick a gun, and certified her for a concealed carry permit.” Bea’s brows went up. “May I go now, Ranger?”

“Sorry, force of habit.” He got to his feet. “I think we’re done here for today.”

“Give me a minute and I’ll meet you out front with the memory stick.” Bea dismissed him while she fiddled with her laptop.

Laz had a few ideas about the crimes now that he’d been able to speak to a shop owner who was smart as hell, had good business acumen, and kept impressive records. He pushed the curtain aside to find two women standing in the middle of the store. One of them had purple hair.

The other one was his sister Rose.

Shit.


Chapter Three
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Laz had always had an awkward relationship with his three sisters, especially Rose. She was two years older than him and had tried all his life to boss him around. He had done his best to resist all measure of control and kept his distance from her. As a consequence, the older they got, the farther away they got until they were almost strangers. He’d seen Iris and Violet a few times since he’d left Brier Creek, but not Rose.

The very last thing he expected when she saw him was for her to gasp and press her hand to her mouth. “Laz?” Her eyes filled with tears and she launched herself into his arms.

The sensation of hugging Rose was startling and foreign, but Laz found his arms wrapping around her. It had been at least fifteen years of being apart, not even sitting beside each other. In an instant, they moved past the separation. He realized the last person he’d hugged had been his mother. Ten years without any affectionate human contact. Casual sex didn’t count.

Well, it counted, but not like this. Not even a little.

Emotions ricocheted around him and he wondered if maybe his kindergarten teacher might walk in. Or possibly the governor. Donald Duck maybe. Nothing would surprise him now. His entire life had taken an extreme right turn and he was reeling from the last hour.

She pulled back and cupped his face. “I’ve missed you.”

No recriminations or accusations, just a simple statement. Laz didn’t deserve a pass for what he’d done, however he wouldn’t turn it down.

Her hair was longer, the dark brown waves accented by the red that lay deep in the strands. She was the only sibling with pure blue eyes and they were framed by a pair of turquoise glasses.

“You look really good.” His smile was an easy one.

“So do you. Bigger than Pa.” She squeezed his arms and he had to let the comparison to their father pass without comment. Rose might not know the specifics of the feud between father and son, but she had to realize it was beyond serious to last more than ten years. “I heard you were a ranger.”

Laz wasn’t surprised she knew about his career. The Grahams were a big family with plenty of cousins, some of which he still kept in touch with.

“Was it Samuel or Grant?” The two of them and Laz were the closest, the three Musketeers, or the three Stooges depending on the foolishness of what they got into growing up.

“Samuel. He runs the auction now and I was there looking at the stock last month.” She glanced behind him. “Are you working on Bea’s break-in? It’s big enough for the rangers to step in?”

“I am.” He let his sister go and stepped back. “Sometimes little things can be part of something much bigger.”

She nodded and squeezed his hand. “I’m very glad to see you. Iris and Violet will be upset to have missed you.”

His younger sisters had been girls when he left. All awkward and knobby kneed. Now they were in their early twenties. The harsh truth was, he might not recognize them if he saw them on the street. Shame swept through him at how he’d punished his sisters over his own guilt and feud with their father.

“My job keeps me on the move. I barely live in my apartment.” He looked at Bea, who watched the siblings with more than a casual interest. “I need to review and compile all my notes. I’ll keep you updated as I investigate and probably be back next week sometime.”

Bea’s expression darkened. “I don’t think so.”

He was keenly aware of Rose and Kim listening to the conversation. Laz didn’t want to air every piece of his dirty laundry in one morning.

“If you give me your cell phone number, I can text you updates.”

“Nope.”

“Phone calls? Daily?”

“No.”

Laz scowled at her. He thought they’d moved past the worst of their history. Maybe he was wrong.

“What is it you want, Beatrice?” He didn’t like the sharp edge to his voice, but dammit, the woman was like a changeling.

“I’m staying with you until you solve it.”

He stared at her. “Pardon?”

“I’m your partner until you solve the crime and find out who did this. I get first crack at his nuts too.” She sipped at the coffee the purple-haired Kim had given her. “This is personal.”

“Every business owner feels threatened when a crime is committed. It’s norm—”

“That’s not what I mean.” She waved her hand in the air and looked at the other two women. “You know what I mean, don’t you? Whoever this was, they didn’t break in to steal. They wanted to hurt me.”

Laz didn’t like the notion that someone wanted to hurt Beatrice for any reason.

“It was damn destructive.” Rose glanced around. “I don’t think they missed a single piece of glass.”

“Maybe it was Lenny Redman,” Kim offered. “He is the only glass guy in town.” Everyone ignored her.

Laz agreed with all of them, but it didn’t mean he was going to let Bea stick to his side. “I can’t ride around with you in the car unless you’re in the backseat, and I’m guessing you don’t want that.”

Bea glanced skyward. “No, I don’t, but I also don’t want to be left here with no answers and a burning need for Texas justice.”

“That’s why I’m here, so let me do my job.”

“She’s pretty smart. I’ll bet she could help.” Kim almost sounded serious.

“Perhaps you could listen to what she has to say?” Rose suggested. “She does know everyone in town, and you’ve been gone a long time.”

Laz was outnumbered and outgunned. He put his hat on and nodded to Kim, gave Rose a quick hug.

“I have an appointment at eleven.” He took Bea’s elbow and led her outside, away from the prying ears and not-so-helpful comments. “Look, I appreciate your need to want to solve this. And I agree you are someone with a vested interest in the capture of the perp.”

She looked at him over the top of the coffee, her eyes narrowed. “I’m not going to like the rest of what you have to say, am I?”

“I don’t know.” He crossed his arms, needing to get away from her, from town, to clear out the nest of confusion in his brain. “I promise I’ll be back tomorrow. Give me time to do some research and compile all the information.”

“What time?”

He glanced at his watch. “Eight. I’ll bring breakfast and coffee and you can help me go through it all.”

“And then what? You ride off tomorrow and ne’er return? I’ve read that story and it sucks.” She sipped at the coffee again, the breeze lifting stray curls and making them dance. “I’ve had too many things in my life be half-done or abandoned. I made a promise to myself that I would take care of this store. It’s what my parents would have wanted. This crime is personal, no matter what you think. They spit on me and my family, and all the hard work that has been put into this store.”

The passion in her voice spoke to his soul. He wanted that kind of commitment, that kind of connection to something substantive. Oh, he liked his job and was good at it, but it wasn’t the same.

“I’m sorry this happened, but I’m not sorry to see you again.” He wanted to be honest with her at all times from now on, no matter if she believed him or not.

“Let me help you. Don’t dismiss me as an uneducated redneck who knows too much about guns.”

“That’s not who I see.”

She appeared startled by that comment. “Then you’ll let me help. Please?”

It was one of the words he never expected to hear from such a proud woman, which lent it that much more weight.

He should say no. His boss would set his ass on fire if he knew what Laz was contemplating. Civilians weren’t supposed to be privy to case details, but since she was also a victim, there was a gray area.

Bea tossed the coffee cup in the trashcan to her right and stepped up close to him. Too close. “Lazarus?” She hadn’t called him by name the entire time he’d been at the store. The sound of it caressed his heart and he felt ten times a fool, but he found himself giving in.

“Yes, you can help, but you need to do as I ask. This is my job, and I take it as seriously as you do this store.”

“Hot damn!”

To his shock, she yanked him into a hug. She must’ve been trying to kiss his cheek, but he turned his head and their lips almost met. Before he could react, she stepped back.

Her eyes widened as though she was as surprised as he was. “Uh, see you tomorrow, Ranger.”

Bea could hardly concentrate. After she sent Kim and Rose on their way, she spent more time cleaning. Or attempting to clean. If anyone watched her, they might think she’d been dropped on her head as a child. She walked around the store starting to do something, then abandoned it to do something else, and so on. She forgot to eat, banged her head no less than three times and stubbed her toe hard enough to bring tears to her eyes.

It was all his fault. Lazarus damn Graham. The man had come back as a different person. One who was contrite, apologetic, courteous, and damned if the incident with Rose didn’t make Bea all mushy inside.

Then she’d hugged and nearly kissed him, for pity’s sake. What in the blooming hell was wrong with her?

She was so confused. Since third grade, she had hated Lazarus at the same time she had been attracted to him. Always. There was never another option. Until now. Until he apologized, quite nicely, and worked with her on the details, convincing her he was serious about solving the crime.

Who was he? Certainly not the arrogant, spoiled brat she’d known. No, he was something else. The old Laz was still there, but the intensity had shifted to be a responsible adult instead of a devil-may-care prince.

Lazarus had always been beautiful, but now he was handsome and, she reluctantly admitted, she was attracted to him. Given their past, there didn’t seem to be any reason why and certainly she shouldn’t allow that attraction to grow. For God’s sake, her romantic life had been a combination of mama’s boys, vapid fools, a couple of creeps, and the occasional nice guy.

She was only twenty-eight. She didn’t need a man in her life, but seeing Laz reminded her of something she was missing. A hole somewhere inside her she hadn’t realized was there.

Damn him.

Bea finally got the glass out from under the display case and swept all of it into the trash. That was one accomplishment, albeit one that shouldn’t have taken her four hours to do. Lenny finally came by and took all the measurements for the replacement glass, assuring her he would get everything in within two to three days.

After the glazier left, her stomach yowled at the lack of food. Bea couldn’t leave the store yet. Not until she secured the inventory that hadn’t been stolen, which consisted of gun parts, slings, cleaning materials and such. Not big money, per se, but it was all part of her financial investment. She told her stomach to stop whining and finally focused her efforts. The air conditioning was off since there were no windows in the front of the store; she wasn’t going to waste electricity trying to cool down the entire state of Texas.

She pulled a couple of fans out and turned them on, moving the hot, sticky air around. Bea stood in front of a fan for a few minutes, letting the air rush past her. It wasn’t much but it was something. She put the fans on oscillate and got back to work sweating.

After another two hours of moving, locking cabinets, and stuffing the safe as much as she could, Bea was finally done. Until the glass could be replaced, she couldn’t sell anything. What she needed to do was go buy some plywood to put up on the front of the store with a sign notifying people she was temporarily closed.

The idea of boarding up her parents’ store made her heart hurt. Cartwrights had been in Brier Creek for thirty-five years. Her grandfather had started the business with her father, a partnership that evolved into a successful family business. Bea had grown up in the store. Admitting it was no longer open to its customers was almost like conceding defeat.

Yet it was just regrouping. Bea would come back swinging, even if it was with a baseball bat and a snarl. She printed a sign that said “TEMPORARILY CLOSED. WILL REOPEN SOON. THANK YOU FOR YOUR PATRONAGE. CARTWRIGHTS.” She used a staple gun to hang it on the wall beside the front door. Her anger at the senseless crime simmered in her gut like acid. She needed to step away from the store and get the plywood.

The afternoon heat washed over her like a hot, wet washcloth when she stepped outside. To make things worse, the sun was midway down the sky. It turned the world into shadows and painful shards of bright light. She shaded her eyes but it didn’t help.

“A damsel in distress?”

Bea whirled around to find Samuel Graham standing on the sidewalk. The cowboy was the biggest of the lot with massive arms and shoulders, the same blue-green eyes as Laz, and a scar on his jaw from a horse kick when he was twelve. He was a charmer, sweet as honey and more dangerous than any of the Grahams.

He smiled at her and held out his arm. “I’m yours to command, darlin’.”

“Pfft.” She waved her hand in dismissal. “I’m not a damsel and I sure as hell aren’t in distress, Sam. Why are you here?”

“Rose tells me Laz was around. I came to see if it was true.”

She shook her head. “You’re a gossip and I have things to do.”

He glanced at the store. “I’m sorry about this shit. Laz will find whoever it is.”

“I’m on my way out. Is there something you need?” She frowned at him. “I won’t be selling any inventory for a few days.”

“I came into town early to get some ammo and pick up a few things at the feed store. I’ll come back after you’re open.” He smiled, tipped his hat and walked back to the enormous, shiny black pickup parked nearby.

She shook her head. He came by to find Laz and for no other reason. Sam might be charming but he was trouble walking. There was a reason he was on the hunt for his cousin, not that it was Bea’s business. She didn’t want to be involved with the Graham men. They were nothing but trouble.

Then why had she hugged Laz or tried to kiss his cheek?

Momentarily lack of reason. Temporary insanity. Full-on stupidity. Any of those reasons would suffice. If she dug deep and examined the why, it might have been because she’d always been attracted to him, no matter if he’d been a jerk. Bea hadn’t been with many men and even then, she was super picky.

Or she might have hugged him to keep him off balance and to control their relationship, in whatever form it took, for once. She wanted the power and the ability to guide her fate.

No matter where it took her.


Chapter Four
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The sun kissed the horizon with pink and orange licks as Laz drove into Brier Creek. His gut tensed at the sight of the familiar sight of the large magnolias his ancestors had planted so long ago. They had grown wider in the years Laz had been gone. Their blossoms’ sweet scent drifted through the vents in the car.

He pushed away the memories, unwilling to get drawn back into his old life. Yet here he was driving back to Cartwrights to face the woman he’d not done right by. Perhaps it was a salvation for him, to right the wrongs of his past. That meant confronting who he’d been and what he’d done. That wasn’t exactly what he wanted.

Fate seemed to have intervened, regardless of his plans. It yanked him back into his past. The emotions of the day before had left him exhausted and he hadn’t slept well. His thoughts ranged from the softness of her lips, to the violence of the crime against her store, then they swung back to the brief moment her breasts had been pressed against his chest.

He was a complete fool to think simply helping her solve a crime would grant him atonement. Laz hadn’t just burned bridges when he left Brier Creek. He’d blown them sky high, along with everything around them.

He sipped at the coffee, but it was bitter and lukewarm, as hotel coffee usually was. If Laz was honest with himself, he’d left early to avoid seeing anyone. Bea thought they were meeting at eight but she was wrong. He was arriving at six and they were going to get started on this foolish partnership. He’d updated his case files and told his boss he was working a new angle but failed to mention Bea.

No, he needed to keep that little tidbit to himself, safe and sound, away from the prying eyes of the rangers. His coworkers would latch onto the idea he had accepted her help and never let it go. In the years he’d been working for the rangers, Laz hadn’t lasted more than three months with a partner. It was why he was assigned to a county-wide investigation. He was good at sleuthing out seemingly disparate events and data.

Laz also hadn’t had a relationship with anyone in all that time. He dated on and off, had sex on occasion but he continued to be alone. Some might call it self-flagellation. He called it giving back to the world in his own way by being a ranger. Being happy was never a guarantee for anyone.

Especially Lazarus Graham.

He had nothing to complain about since he’d grown up on a ranch with enough money for anything he wanted. Laz worked hard at helping his father on the Circle Eight, but it hadn’t meant anything except more allowance. He hadn’t connected with the land and what it meant. Truth be told, he was a failure as a Graham. A family with a legacy of fighting for what they believed in, no matter the odds, true Texans through and through.

Laz had skated through the first eighteen years of his life. If he allowed himself to look back, he could get lost in regrets and then he would never be able to move on. But had he? Beatrice Cartwright reminded him quite plainly that he hadn’t moved on. Laz had simply stepped to the side and walked on, leaving behind the steaming pile of shit he’d created of his life.

He pulled into the parking lot beside the gun shop and got out. Bea lived above the shop, which meant the burglary occurred while she was asleep, unprotected, upstairs. The thought of her catching the violent criminal in the act made his jaw ache from clenching it so hard. She no doubt had several guns upstairs and would have defended her store if she’d heard the intruders. He wondered if she slept hard or if the insulation was spectacular. Either way, she hadn’t heard the crime.

Laz had no business protecting her from herself, but he would protect her from further harm. That was his job, along with solving the crime. His feelings for Bea, the nonexistent ones, were of no consequence. There was no emotional connection to her. Or at least there shouldn’t be. Couldn’t be.

Wouldn’t be.

He closed the car door and walked toward the side entrance. It was an indistinct steel door painted a dark green. A doorbell with a speaker had been installed beside it, but there was no sign indicating what, or for whom, a visitor would ring for. Yet he knew it was Bea’s private quarters, but he wasn’t sure how he knew.

He rang the doorbell, glancing at his watch and noting it was barely ten minutes past six. Laz hoped she was an early riser. Belatedly, he remembered he should have brought coffee and breakfast in hand as he’d promised.

A full minute went by before the speaker crackled.

“What?”

“It’s Ranger Graham.” He winced at the formality in his voice but he was there in an official capacity.

“Son of a bitch! Lazarus?” Her voice was husky, either from sleep or distorted by the speaker. “You said eight. It’s barely past six. Is the sun even up?”

“I thought we could get an early start.” He leaned against the wall, regretting the impulse to avoid his past.

“And you forgot how to use the phone? Don’t they teach you that at ranger school? I thought you were done being an asshole.” Her annoyance seemed to grow by the second.

He deserved it, but in for a penny, in for a pound. “I brought all my notes with me.” Perhaps he could appeal to her with a bribe. “I thought we could go over them together.”

A few moments passed.

“Shit, that’s dirty pool, Graham. I can’t resist seeing your notes and you know it. I don’t suppose you brought the coffee and food?”

“No, I didn’t know where to buy it, but I thought we could get some together.” Oh, how low he had fallen. Ridiculous that he felt the need to tell half-truths. “Let me revise that. Will you join me for breakfast and we can review my notes?”

This time more than a few moments passed. “Fine, but you’re fucking paying. Give me ten minutes. And you’re still an asshole.”

Laz cooled his heels by the door while he waited for Bea. When she emerged, her wild curly hair was up in a ponytail and she wore a pair of cutoff jeans and a Dr. Who T-shirt with a pair of Keds. The most surprising thing was she wore black-rimmed glasses. Instead of detracting from her appeal, the casual look made her more attractive.

Sexy as hell, if he were honest with himself.

“Let’s go down to the café so I can get some coffee. I won’t function without caffeine.” She yawned so loudly, her jaw cracked.

“Is it walking distance or should we drive?” He gestured for her to precede him back to the front of the building.

“It’s six blocks. I can make it if you can.”

Laz considered how many people would see him walking down the street in Brier Creek. He couldn’t hide forever, not that he was actually hiding. It was more like avoiding.

He stopped at his car and picked up the binder he’d compiled with all the notes from the crimes. She nodded appreciatively at the black turbo-charged vehicle. Laz did like speed and power in his car, one of the few indulgences he allowed himself.

After reviewing some results from the crime scene techs, Laz had a few ideas, but he needed to put all the information together. Bea was smart and seemed to want to give her opinion on everything, whether or not he wanted to hear it. That was what he needed. Someone to push him beyond the obvious and into the unknown.

There was little traffic on wheels or on two feet as they walked down the street together. Her head barely reached his chin but she had a long stride because of those long legs of hers. She was curvy, feminine, confident, and strong all at the same time. Bea had matured into a hell of a woman. Her best feature, as always, was her breasts. He had to force himself not to look at them, although that proved as difficult as telling his dick not to notice them.

The café proclaimed itself “The Roasted Bean” with a cartoonish-looking coffee pot on the sign. A few cars were in the parking lot beside it. Bea strode through the door with Laz on her heels. The scent of cinnamon, vanilla, and coffee washed over him.

After ordering coffee and cinnamon buns, Laz insisted on paying. She murmured a thank you. Bea grabbed a number on a holder and picked a table near the window. Laz was starting to feel like a puppy following her, not that the back of her was a bad view. Her ass moved with a delicious swagger. He shook off the attraction that seemed to want to take over his thoughts.

He set the binder down and tapped the top. “I’ve compiled all the information on each of the crimes in here. Details on the crime scenes, the evidence, and each business.”

“Are they all gun stores?” She peered at the black cover with obvious interest.

“No, a dry cleaner, craft store, travel agency, and florist.” He waited while she digested that information.

“And they all had damage like mine?”

“Similar but not exactly the same.” He shook his head. “The problem is no business has anything in common.”

Her lips twisted and he had the gall to notice they were plump. Kissable. He remembered the brief seconds that mouth was pressed near his, not to mention the press of her incredible breasts against him. She was soft and sexy all over.

Holy fuck.

“Are you listening to me?” She frowned.

“No. I was lost in thought.” He wasn’t about to admit he was fantasizing about her lips and the rest of her.

“Hmph. I doubt that you were lost at all.” She reached for the binder. “Can I see your notes?”

He almost said no, but the entire point of this was to get her perspective on the crimes. Not to ogle her.

“Sure.” He pushed the binder across the scarred wooden table top toward her.

“One thing occurred to me.” She pulled the binder to her breasts.

Jesus please us. He was relieved when the waitress brought their coffee and breakfast. Laz had a moment to collect himself as he sipped at the surprisingly delicious coffee.

“Told you the Mad Hatter was good.” She waggled her eyebrows. “It’s my favorite brew and they only brew it on Tuesdays and Fridays.”

She took a slurp from her own oversized cup and Laz’s attention went back to her mouth. He looked away and watched a dog meander down the street instead. She made a few noises as she enjoyed the drink. He resisted the urge to stare at her like he wanted to. Laz wasn’t a weak man, not by a long shot, but Bea reminded him that he was indeed a man. One with needs and desires. He also had self-control, something he needed to exercise.

Laz shifted on his chair as he sipped at his own coffee. The low hum of conversation, the screech of the espresso machine, and the whir of the milk frother echoed through the small café. He breathed in and out, finding his iron self-control that he’d cultivated the last ten years.

He remembered what she’d said before their breakfast arrived. “What did you mean, one thought occurred to you?”

Her eyes widened behind the glasses. She swallowed the bite of the cinnamon bun she’d been chewing. “Oh, right.” A dab of sugar rested at the corner of her mouth and he had the foolish urge to lick it off. “The other four businesses that were hit. None of them are the kind to have a lot of cash or merchandise that can be sold.”

He nodded. “That had occurred to me, but then you got hit. You told me yourself, you have a couple hundred thousand in inventory.”

“Yes, but that’s all in the safe at night. They didn’t even try to break into it. It’s old, but it’s damn sturdy. Whoever they are, they weren’t after a big score.” She licked at the sugar and it disappeared into the warm recesses of her mouth.

Laz stifled the groan but he couldn’t stop the twitch in his pants. “No, they couldn’t have gotten more than ten thousand total from all the businesses.”

“Maybe the others were practice?” She sipped at the cup, her expression thoughtful.

“Practice for what?”

She shrugged. “I don’t know.” She opened the binder on her lap and browsed his notes. Her eyebrows scrunched together as she read. It was damn charming and it bothered him that he noticed.

They consumed their breakfast in silence, each seemingly lost in thought. Laz tried to focus on all the details he’d collected, but there was too much to bring it all to mind at once.

“I think we should take this and spread out the information. I had a professor who once told me, don’t always focus on the drop, sometimes you need to focus on the bucket.” She wagged the fork at him. “A broader view.”

“What are you suggesting?” He swallowed the last of his coffee.

“We get two cups to go and go back to the shop. I’ve got room on my walls and extra with the plywood on the windows. We put the information up and see if we can solve the puzzle.” Her cheeks were slightly flushed and her eyes sparkled.

Damn, she was beautiful. What the hell was wrong with him? He’d been such an asshole to her. He wouldn’t blame her a bit if she kicked him out on his ass after she’d satisfied her curiosity.

“I’m up for that.” He got to his feet. “Two Mad Hatters to go?”

“With a shot of caramel in mine.” She grinned and turned her attention back to the binder.

Laz ordered the coffee and waited while the girl behind the counter rang up the purchase. She eyed him with open interest.

“Are you a Graham?” The girl couldn’t be more than eighteen, fresh faced and blonde, not to mention thin as a rail.

“I am.” He handed her cash.

“I thought so. You kind of look like Samuel.” She blushed, as though speaking his cousin’s name aloud was cause for embarrassment. Perhaps it was; Sam was a year older than him, and at least ten years older than this little slip of a thing.

Laz didn’t respond to her comment because there wasn’t anything to say. He wouldn’t encourage the girl to pine after a dog like Sam. The man left a trail of broken hearts behind him. Some woman was going to give him a comeuppance one of these days.

He pocketed the change from the girl and picked up the cups. Bea was awash in sunshine from the window behind her, bent over the binder and engrossed in the information within. The golden rays caressed the curls that had escaped the confines of the ponytail. They shone in shades of the sunrise itself. His heart did a funny flip.

“Ready?” He kept his gaze on the window instead of her. If she knew the foolish thoughts that raced around his equally foolish head, she would probably punch him. In the balls.

“Yeah, let’s go.” She closed the binder and got to her feet.

He tried to balance one coffee cup on top of the other, but she tutted at him, pushed his hat on his head, then opened the door. “We don’t need to stand on ceremony, Ranger. After you.”

Laz had been raised as a Southern gentleman and it was still part of who he was. Letting her hold the door for him went against his grain but he walked through without a word. He was about to spend more time with her. Alone in the store.

Shit. What had he agreed to?

Bea unlocked the front door and held it open for Laz to come inside. He was looking too serious, with a tight jaw and flat expression. She was excited to find the clues in the details he’d compiled. It was the first time in a long time she felt like her brain was fully engaged.

Running a store was hard work, but it wasn’t mentally stimulating. This was not the ideal situation, by any means, but she enjoyed the challenge of figuring out the puzzle of why and who laid out for her.

She set the binder in the empty display case. “Wait here.” She went into the back and gathered supplies, then wheeled them out on the two chairs. Bea set the chairs facing the front of the store. She intended to use the plywood and the entire storefront to lay out the details.

Bea held up a package of large, neon sticky notes and black markers. “Let’s get to work.”

For the next four hours, they created columns and rows of information about all five burglaries. As the information became visual, Bea started to see a pattern.

“We need sustenance.” She pressed a hand to her belly. “That cinnamon bun is long gone.”

Laz glanced at his watch. “A little early for lunch.”

She waved her hand in dismissal. “I don’t follow normal conventions. Where’s the fun in that?”

His stomach grumbled and she raised one brow at him.

“Fine. I’m hungry too.” It seemed the confession was hard won given the frown on his face.

“Everybody has to eat, Ranger. I’ll go make some sandwiches and we’ll eat while we work. Then you won’t be shirking your duties.” She went up the back stairs and put together a few sandwiches, grabbed potato chips, a couple cans of soda, and napkins.

When she came back down with the food tucked into a bag, she found him facing the wall of sticky notes, legs braced and arms crossed. His ass was nicely framed in his jeans. Eminently squeezable. His shoulders looked so damn wide too.

“I hope you like ham and cheese.” She set the bag down in the display case. “I wasn’t prepared to feed a full-grown man.”

He grunted. She pulled out a sandwich and a soda, then sat down. His behind was at eye level and she found herself unable to look away. What she should’ve done was move but she didn’t. Nope, she stared, fascinated as he shifted his stance and the muscles moved beneath the fabric that covered his perfectly toned body. A pistol rode his hip, looking lethal and dark. Not unusual for anyone in Texas. Hell, she carried one in a concealed holster. The open carry, however, seemed right for who he was now. A ranger.

Bea couldn’t help herself. Lazarus Graham was a beautiful man. She hadn’t had occasion to touch a man with such a physical presence. Not that she would be touching him. Although she already had, hadn’t she? Damn, she’d hugged him in a moment of sheer insanity.

She chewed her sandwich and wondered what the hell she was doing. Her life had turned inside out in a matter of days. She didn’t know which end was up. Now here she was with her childhood nemesis, the boy turned man who had taken every opportunity to make her miserable.

Then he’d apologized. Apologized! He’d appeared genuinely contrite and he didn’t act like the Laz of old. No, he was a very serious, gruff man. Not the devil-may-care boy who burned the earth behind him as he flitted from prank to prank.

She wasn’t the same girl either. The responsibility of the store, the death of her parents, and the loss of her dreams had all conspired together to turn her life in another direction.

When she popped the top on the soda, he turned in an instant, so fast she barely saw him move but his hand was on his weapon and his visage hard as steel.

She watched him, her heart hammering in surprise. “Laz?”

He blew out a breath and relaxed his shoulders. “Sorry. Force of habit.”

“Sandwiches are back there.” She gestured with her thumb. “There’s chips too.”

He took some food and settled in the chair beside her. They ate as they worked on the information. She moved sticky notes around, then he did, and then they both did.

It was a dance of information trying to solve a puzzle. As the day moved into late afternoon, she was surprised to find it was three o’clock already.

“We didn’t find what we needed.” She frowned at the brightly colored paper. “A day wasted.”

“No, not wasted. We know what they don’t have in common.” He joined her in frowning.

“Are you still on duty?” She pointed at the ceiling. “We could have an adult beverage.”

“Technically I’m always on duty, especially when I’m carrying.”

She shrugged. “Then take it off and join me.”

He stared at her, his expression unreadable. “What kind of adult beverage?”

She smiled. “A cold beer.”

His lips twisted, but he reached for the holster and unsnapped it from his belt. She jumped to her feet and darted upstairs. Fortunately, she had a six-pack in the fridge, and she raced back down to the store. What made her so happy? Spending time with Laz wasn’t supposed to be enjoyable.

He was sitting in the chair, leaning his elbows on his knees, his hands dangling. It was the posture of someone who was tired and defeated. Bea shouldn’t sympathize with him but she knew that posture well. Too well.

She handed him the six-pack, grabbed one and twisted off the top. As she sipped at the sinfully cold brew, she walked back and forth in front of the sticky note wall.

She stopped and reread the details she’d not connected before. “Holy shit. They’re all women owners.” She tapped at the names and ages. “And they’re all under age thirty-five.”

Laz sat in one of the chairs, the bottle in his hand, watching her in the light from the fluorescents. He nodded. “We knew that. Give me more.”

“All of them, including me, had alarms that were remotely disabled.” She stepped back and crossed her arms. “In each case, there was very little taken. It was almost all destruction, violence against the business. Or against the owner?” She turned to look at him.

“Maybe both.” He looked long and hard at each column of information.

“I’ve got one more idea.” She ran back into the office and printed off a map of the county. As she walked back into the front, she realized her heart was thumping, her blood was flowing and she felt alive. Was this because of Lazarus or because of what they were doing together?

She pinned the map to the piece of plywood on the left and marked the locations of each of the crimes. As he watched, she connected them, forming the shape of a star.

“A Texas star?” He got to his feet and approached the map, his brows drawn. “I didn’t see that.”

“It’s the bucket not the drop, the ten-thousand-foot view, the forest instead of the trees. Somehow someone is enjoying himself sending the cops in circles and causing destruction. For women.”

He traced the shape of the star with a finger. “Someone is playing games.”

“Dangerous, violent games.” She looked at the dates of the burglaries. “The crimes occurred during full moons.”

“Missed that too.” Laz turned his gaze toward her. “You should’ve been a cop.”

She laughed. “Funny you should say that. I went to school for two years and studied criminal justice. I left there when my parents died. I had to run the store.”

He cupped her cheek and a shiver raced down her skin. “You gave up your dreams to live theirs?”

She’d not heard it phrased in such a way before and it made her decision sound foolish. “No, I took responsibility for my family’s business. I couldn’t let my grandfather’s vision for a Cartwright legacy die with my parents.” Her tone was sharper than she expected.

“You’re right. I can’t judge you for what you did.” He pulled his hand away and she almost stopped him. “But for what it’s worth, you would have been a good cop.”

She turned away from him and stared blindly at the colorful sticky notes. The colors of the rainbow decorated the wall, a collection of awfulness in the guise of something beautiful.

“Thank you, I think.” She wrapped her arms around her middle. “I guess we have obligations to our families that we might not want.”

He nodded. “True enough.” He put his hand on her shoulder. “I think we have something to start with. Finally.”

The warmth of his large hand was strangely comforting in the harsh light of the almost barren room. There was almost nothing left of the store. It was a clean slate. She could either rebuild what was taken from her, or she could sell it all and start again.

First, however, she wanted to find out who was behind the crimes and help Laz catch the son of a bitch.

“I want to be part of this until the end.” She turned to look up into his beautiful blue-green eyes. “Tell me you won’t leave me here and finish this without me.”

His expression was just as hard as it had been when they started, but he dipped his head and kissed her. Soft and quick. Her heart thudded into a gallop. Suddenly all she could see, all she could smell, all she could feel was him. The fans buzzed back and forth, but instead of cooling her down, her temperature notched up.

“It’s hot in here.” Her voice was a crackly whisper.

“The AC is off.”

“It’s not the AC.” She told herself to step back, to move away from him. Yet her body didn’t obey. Nope, she did something really stupid instead.

She set the beer down and kissed him. His lips moved against hers, giving as much as receiving. She opened her mouth. The sweet heat slid through her as their tongues rasped and danced with each other. Her arms found their way around his neck and she pressed her breasts against his exceptionally hard chest.

What was she doing?

“Is this a good idea?” He murmured against her cheek as he kissed his way to her neck.

Bea took off her glasses and dropped them on the floor beside her. “No, it’s not.”

That didn’t stop her from backing him toward the chair and pushing his shoulders until he sat. Her nipples strained against her bra and her pussy throbbed with need, pulsing in tune with her rapid heartbeat. One kiss, that was all it took. Apparently touching Lazarus was like a switch.

She was on.

She climbed on his lab, pressing her heated core against him and was rewarded with a thump from his burgeoning erection. She slid back and forth, reveling in the friction. He cupped her breasts, hefting their weight while his thumbs brushed her straining nipples.

“God, these are amazing.” He tugged at the hem of her shirt until he could pull it off.

It was almost laundry day so the only bra she’d had to wear was a pink lacy, sexy one that she had bought at the urging of a friend. Bea only wore it when she had no other clean ones. Her big boobs were just about falling out of the scrap of lace that pretended to be a bra.

Laz, however, appeared to appreciate it. He growled low in his throat and pinched her nipples through the lace. The combination of the rough material against the sensitive skin made her gasp.

“These are magnificent.”

She couldn’t help it. She barked a short laugh. “Magnificent?”

He frowned up at her. “Don’t underestimate the lure of these.” He nipped at one, and she sucked in a breath. When he pulled back the lace off the left side, exposing the nipple, he licked it once. “Magnificent.”

She cupped the back of his head and let her own fall back. He had an extremely talented mouth. He lapped, licked, nibbled, and suckled at her breasts, switching from one to the other until she was mindless with need. She ground herself against his cock, needing surcease.

“More.” She leapt off his lap, her breasts bobbing with the movement.

His lips were red and wet from their ministrations. Her entire body screamed for her to return. Instead, she pulled off her shorts and panties.

“Wait right here.”

She ran to the office to her purse, then tore into it like a madwoman, finding the condom in the inner pocket with a hoot of triumph. It wasn’t like she had a lot of occasions to use it, but a lady had to be prepared.

Bea returned to the main part of the store. Laz sat where she left him, breathing hard on the chair in the middle of the room. She dropped to her knees and unzipped his pants, then pulled them to his ankles. While he looked on with an intensity that made her shiver, his hard staff fairly jumped into her hands. She wanted to suck him until he begged for mercy. Not at this moment though. She needed to have him inside her.

Now.

She pulled him into her mouth just once, long enough to tug at the head of his cock with the back of her throat. He moaned and gripped the edge of the chair. She let him go with an audible pop.

With a grunt, she tore open the condom and then put it on his engorged staff. He was thick and long, more than enough to fill her and then some. She got to her feet, still wearing the bra with her breasts half out of it, smashed together to create some fantastic cleavage.

His gaze dropped to her pussy and she was glad she had kept herself trimmed. Nothing accentuated sex more than flesh on flesh.

He still wore his shirt and his gun holster. The dangerous-looking man and weapon, half-naked, waiting for her with a spectacular hard-on was the most arousing thing she’d ever seen in her life.

She moved toward him, then spread her legs to straddle him. When she grasped his cock, he hissed a breath through his teeth. She paused while her heart thundered through her ears and all she heard was their harsh breathing. Nothing else made it through, all other noises and distractions slipped away.

She slid down the length of him, inch by inch, until he was fully embedded. She paused at the exquisiteness of the moment. So perfect, so right.

He took hold of her hips and started pulling her up and down. Bea used her toes on the floor to manage her own movement. Soon they found a rhythm of thrusting up, thrusting down, creating a delicious heat and pleasure that spiraled through her.

He turned his attention back to her breasts, licking her as he could although her pace picked up speed. His hand slid between them and found her engorged clit.

Bea hardly saw the orgasm coming. It hit her so fast and so hard all she could do was manage to gasp and then the stars hit her. She soared through the air, pulsing waves of ecstasy washing over her. His fingers dug into her skin and he sucked her nipple hard, prolonging her pleasure as he found his own.

She leaned her head against his, breathing hard and vibrating across every inch of her body. He was still hard inside her and it felt absolutely marvelous. Better than any sexual experience in her life. Hands down.

“Wow,” he murmured.

Wow indeed.


Chapter Five
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Laz didn’t realize his hands were shaking until he raised one to adjust the rearview mirror. Hell and damnation. He’d just crossed a line he couldn’t uncross.

With Beatrice Cartwright.

She’d always been this presence, reminding him of the person he wasn’t, and he’d resented her for that. Now he’d seen her as a person, a smart, sexy woman. One he’d just had sex with. Although sex seemed too mild a word.

It was a mating. An elemental mating of two beings.

He hadn’t been a monk, but he hadn’t been engaging in casual sex on a regular basis either. Nevertheless, the experience with Bea had been intense. More so than any other encounter in his life.

What did that mean?

He should have been focusing on his job, not on the woman. Her ideas for connecting the crimes were incisive and commendable. She was damn near profiling the perp without the training most cops had. He wasn’t kidding when he’d told her she would have made a good cop.

The drive to the hotel ten miles outside town took no time at all. In fact, he was in a stupor and didn’t remember a goddamn second of it. He brought in the binder and spent the evening pretending to review his notes.

What the hell had she done to him? He was never that distracted. Ever. Apparently until he’d put his hands—and more—on Beatrice Cartwright, and then he couldn’t find his ass with both hands.

He stared blindly at the television until he fell into a restless sleep. His dreams were full of sensual images. He woke to the gray light of predawn, soaked with sweat and hard as an iron bar. Laz didn’t like complications in his personal life. Bea had become a massive complication.

He got up and jumped in the shower, letting the hot water sluice down his body. If he wasn’t careful, he would get tangled up so tight in Bea’s web, he would choke himself to escape.

That was an unfair thought. Truth was, he had been attracted to her for at least fifteen years and yesterday was like popping a cork that had needed to be let loose long before then.

When he got out of the shower, his cell phone was ringing. He picked it up, trying not to get water on the screen.

“Graham.”

“Holy shit, Ranger! I’ve called you ten times. Do you ever pick up your phone?” Bea’s voice shot through the earpiece at him.

“I was in the shower.” He didn’t realize the implications of what he said until she was silent for a few beats.

“Oh.”

He wondered if she was imagining him naked. His dick thought that was an excellent idea and stood at attention. He told it to go to sleep, but it didn’t listen. Bea’s voice was enough to remind him how passionate she was.

Damn, what had he done?

“What did you need, Beatrice?” He tried to keep his voice steady, but it wasn’t quite all there. He hoped like hell she didn’t notice.

“I remembered something! Last year in the spring, March thirteenth, I remember the date because it was the Ides of March, there was a small business expo at the Circle Eight.” Her voice grew louder as she spoke.

Laz, however, stopped actually hearing her. March thirteenth was his birthday. And an event was held at his family’s ranch on his birthday last year. Something he knew nothing about because he’d cut himself off from his father and the Circle Eight.

“Are you listening? I remember the florist. She was the same age as me and we talked about our favorite bands from growing up. I just went back and looked at the sticky notes. It’s her. She was there same as me.” She hooted into the phone. “I’ll bet if we check the attendee list, all five businesses would be on there.”

His heart pounded. “You found the connection.”

“Yes! I wouldn’t have unless I hadn’t Googled all of the business owners. I remembered her as soon as I saw her picture.” She paused. “You know what this means, right?”

“We have our first real lead.” The cop in him was running through a dozen scenarios and making mental lists as she continued to speak.

“Laz, you need to stop wandering off when I’m talking. We have to go out to the Circle Eight. We have to talk to your father.”

The words finally sank in and Laz sat down hard on the edge of the mattress. He’d tried, quite hard, to forget he was in his hometown and a mere fifteen minutes from the ranch he’d grown up on. The land that had been in his blood since before he was born.

Damnation. He was going home after all.

Bea arrived at the hotel half an hour later. He walked out to the parking lot while his gut jumped like a pack of frogs had taken up residence. How the hell was he going to go to the Circle Eight? She leaned against her raggedy blue truck, her arms crossed and an eager expression on her face. She wore a purple plaid shirt and a pair of knee-length pants. A pair of white tennis shoes completed the outfit. Her hair was in the usual ponytail. If he didn’t know any better, he’d think she was eighteen again. Then again, her breasts were rounder and made his hands itch to cup them again. He wondered if she wore that pink lacy bra.

The visceral memories of the day before slammed into him and he wanted to turn and walk back into the hotel. No woman had a right to look so delicious and tempting. He wondered if he could invite her back to his bed to continue what they’d started yesterday. Laz was a fucking idiot. Where the hell was his brain?

In his underwear.

“Should I drive?” Her voice snapped him out of his ridiculous train of thought.

He shook his head both to tell her no and dispel the lingering attraction to her. “This is official business. We need to take my car.”

She frowned. “You told me I had to ride in the back if I rode in your car, which isn’t going to happen. Let’s take my truck.”

It was true he had a laptop and various other pieces of equipment that prevented someone from sitting in the passenger seat. Laz wouldn’t go so far as to say he did it intentionally. A partner had never been in his playbook. Not that he hadn’t tried to get along with an assigned partner. He just preferred to work alone.

Now Beatrice had pushed her way into his carefully constructed life and he had to either make room for her in his car or ride in a civilian vehicle. Laz wasn’t sure when he made the decision, or why, but it was made.

He unlocked the car and pulled out the bag, binders, and jacket from the passenger seat, then folded down the laptop. “Your ride awaits.”

She raised her brows but said nothing. After grabbing her small leather purse from the cab of the truck, she locked it and headed back to him.

After they were both in the car, he risked a glance at her. She stared straight ahead, for which he was grateful. The enormity of what they were about to do threatened to make him turn around and drive away. He’d known he would have to face his past one day but not today.

Unfortunately, it was going to happen whether or not he was ready or willing. He started the car and headed down the familiar path to the Circle Eight. The minutes ticked by and his gut wound tighter and tighter.

Finally, he couldn’t take another moment of silence. “What prompted your memory of the expo?”

She shook her head. “I don’t know. I was going through a box of receipts and found the flyer.” She reached into her purse and pulled out a folded sheet of paper. “I thought it might help.”

“You were going through a box of receipts.” He could hardly believe that was what she chose to do after the most momentous sexual experience of his life. Perhaps it hadn’t been as momentous for her.

That was a lowering thought.

“My mind was spinning after, uh, after what we did. I didn’t have a gun to clean and I can’t do anything else in the store until the insurance claim is finalized. I have to do something to settle my thoughts when I’m stressed.” She shrugged. “Receipts are boring but don’t require brain power.”

“Your mind was spinning.”

“Are you just going to repeat what I say?” She clucked her tongue. “I can think of a few more interesting things to talk about.”

Laz considered his next words with care. The last thing he needed was to say the wrong thing, offend her, and send this new, terrifying relationship, such as it was, off the rails before they really got started.

“My mind was spinning too.” He kept his eyes on the road and didn’t put any emotion in his words, although they were running riot in his gut.

She cleared her throat. “That so? Huh, I wouldn’t have thought so given your greeting this morning.”

“I meant what I said to you. I’m not the same person I was before I left Brier Creek. I made mistakes, just like every other human being.” He spotted the giant tree that marked the border of the Circle Eight and his hands tightened on the steering wheel. “I can’t fight the right words right now for you, but I will.”

She stared on the side window. “Okay, I can be patient. I’ve spent my life perfecting the art of waiting.”

He heard much more in her words than he had time to explore. They’d both made choices, or had been pushed to making choices, that had shaped their lives.

They turned into the main gate and the familiar sight of the Circle Eight sign was a punch to the gut. He had a flash of memory from when he was eight and his father had commissioned a local blacksmith to repair the original sign from the late eighteen hundreds. When the man had hung up the intricate scrolls in the number eight, it had seemed magical to a young Laz.

Now the weather and elements had taken some of the shine off the iron, but it was still as beautiful as it had been twenty years earlier. A wave of homesickness washed over him. His throat grew tight and damned if he didn’t miss everything; even the smell of the air was familiar.

Bea didn’t say anything, for which he was grateful. The emotions running riot through him were enough to make him turn the car around, but he didn’t. He was a Graham after all, and his blood ran stubborn.

The house came into view and his homesickness started to slide into a shade of joy. The color had changed, no longer a cream, but more of a light green, but the long, sweeping front porch was still peppered with rocking chairs throughout and a swing at both ends.

A hound dog perked up from his prone position on the grassy front lawn. The vibrant green seemed incongruous for hot Texas weather. Perhaps his father had installed sprinklers to keep up appearances. Or maybe they’d found drought-resistant grass that could finally withstand the heat.

The dog bayed at the car but stood his ground. Laz put the car in park. He lowered his chin to his chest and took a deep breath.

“I know you didn’t want to come here but I’m glad you did.” She touched his hand, her fingers cool against his overheated skin.

He managed to nod. “Sometimes we have to do shit we don’t want to do.”

“Amen to that.” She held out the flyer to him. “Ready?”

There was no pity in her face, but he saw understanding. She had her own family issues to deal with, although for her, it was dealing with ghosts. Laz had to deal with living, breathing people along with his ghosts. It was a helluva thing to come back to the scene of the crime ten years after the fact.

He took the paper and reached for the door handle.

The dog trotted up to Bea and nudged her palm with his snout. She crouched down and scratched him behind the ear.

“Hey there, Bear, what are you up to today?” Her voice was sweet and melodic. Damn, he wished he didn’t know she could sound like that. It put all kinds of ideas in his head he didn’t need to think about right about then.

“You know him?” Laz watched the dog, his canine tongue lolling out at the attention from a pretty girl.

“He was Rose’s birthday present about five years ago. Can’t hunt worth a damn but he is loveable.” She straightened up with one last pat for Bear.

The dog sniffed at Laz’s pants but made no move to befriend him. It was just as well. He was there as a ranger only, not as a welcomed visitor.

“If I’d known there was to be a party, I’d have baked a cake.”

Laz turned to find his father on the front porch. The elder Graham had aged in the last ten years. His formerly thick, dark hair was nearly completely silver. Lines bracketed his eyes and mouth and the sun and wind had turned his skin into a honey-colored leather. His eyes were the deep blue-green color looking back at everyone with the arrogance and strength he had in abundance.

Physically he looked the same. Big with wide shoulders and big hands. Laz resembled him in many ways, especially in the inability to have an honest conversation with each other.

“Pa, I’m here on official business.” Laz was pleased his voice was steady although his heart was beating against his ribs like a bass drum.

“I see.” He gestured to the car behind him. “I heard you were a ranger, but that doesn’t look like a cop car.”

“It’s unmarked.” Laz held the flyer up. “I need to ask you about the business expo you hosted last year.”

His father put his hands on his hips and narrowed his gaze, then looked at Bea. “Good morning, Beatrice. I didn’t know you were on terms with Ranger Graham.”

“Mr. Graham.” She stepped up beside Laz. “He’s investigating the break-in at the store. That’s why we’re here.”

“Bad business, that,” his father replied. “Sorry to hear about it.”

“Thank you. Now, if you have a few minutes, the ranger has some questions.” Beatrice sounded calm and reasonable while Laz wanted to howl.

He could almost feel the disappointment coming off Pa in waves. Why shouldn’t he be? Laz had never been the son he could and should have been. No, he’d been a wastrel and selfish asshole.

“I was just sitting down with some coffee. You can join me.” His father turned and went back into the house.

Bea raised her brows, her turquoise glasses shining in the bright sunshine. He gestured with his hand for her to precede him up the front steps. It was time to enter the lion’s den.

Laz would rather face down a loaded gun.

Beatrice could see the tension in the ranger’s jaw and expression, which were tight and harder than granite. This was a reunion that had been ten years in the making. She almost felt like she was standing on railroad tracks while two trains hurtled toward each other at breakneck speed.

One of the Graham men needed to ease up on the throttle, but it wasn’t her place to tell either of them that. She was glad she was there, and not because they might get a clue to the identity of the perp, but because although he wouldn’t admit it, Laz needed her there.

It made her feel good about herself. She spent so much time struggling to keep the store solvent, Bea had little left over for herself, her personal life, or even her sex life. The last couple days with Laz had been eye opening and reminded her she needed to live and not just exist.

Now it was her turn to pay it forward and remind him of the same.

The inside of the house was a huge great room that had been constructed similarly to the original house on the property, which sat half a mile away. No one lived there any longer due to the lack of electricity and indoor plumbing, but the Grahams kept it up.

The one thing that still remained from the first of the family to settle on the ranch was the table. It was a massive piece of furniture hewn from wide planks and sat at least fifteen people. The benches were also original. The elder Graham was setting down a carafe of coffee and three cups.

“Do you take cream or sugar, Beatrice?”

She nodded. “Both, please.”

Laz stood there, gazing at the room with what she surmised was longing. He’d missed his home. and rightfully so. Perhaps this day would change his banishment, self-imposed or not, and he could come back where he belonged.

The three of them settled at the table and busied themselves fixing the coffee just so. Beatrice pointed at the flyer.

“Let me tell you why that expo is important.” She relayed the background of the five burglaries and the theory they were connected through the expo attendees.

Mr. Graham frowned, his silver eyebrows in a sharp V. “You’re saying I invited a thief into my house?”

“I don’t know, but if we could look at a list of the attendees, we can find out if we’re right about how the crimes are connected.” Bea looked at Laz, whose gaze had not left his coffee.

The air almost shimmered with tension as the two Graham men sat across from each other. Neither one looked at the other and somehow she was stuck between them.

“Do you have the records?” she prompted.

Jeremiah nodded. “I do. It will take a few minutes to find it. Don’t use computers or nothing. It’s all in my filing cabinet.”

“Maybe we could go look?”

“Yep, I suppose we could.” The older man got to his feet, taking the cup with him.

When he left the room, Bea met Laz’s gaze, his expression hard to read. “Do you want to stay here?”

He shook his head. “No. I gotta see this through.”

They followed Mr. Graham through the house and down the hallway. The man’s office had always been off-limits when they’d been kids. It was a masculine domain with dark wood paneling and a huge bookcase full of books of varying shapes and sizes. A fern that had seen better days sat on a plant stand by the big window where sunshine streamed in.

A tall, black filing cabinet sat in one corner where Jeremiah stood, gazing at the open drawer. He sipped at the coffee as he walked his fingers across the manila folders.

“Was anything stolen?” he asked.

“Some, but the son of a bitch did more damage than he stole.” She was bitterer about the personal nature of the crime than the money. Insurance would pay for most of it, but it wouldn’t mend the pain at the destruction of her family’s store.

“Then we need to find him.”

“Yes, sir, we do.” Laz finally spoke. “If we’re right, he’s done the same thing to four other businesses.”

“Is that right?” Jeremiah glanced at his son. “We, is it? You two partners?”

Bea felt her cheeks heat while Laz cleared his throat.

“Something like that. She was smart enough to figure out this lead.”

This time his father turned completely to look at him, his gaze probing. “You wouldn’t have come out here if not for Beatrice?”

To his credit, Laz didn’t blink or stammer. “No, sir, probably not.”

Jeremiah went back to looking through the folders until he found what he was looking for. He handed it to her and left the room, coffee in hand.

She pointed her thumb toward the door. “That’s your cue, Ranger. Take care of your past or you won’t get a chance at the future.”

Bea sat at the desk, the creek of leather beneath her and the smell of pipe tobacco filled the air around her. She didn’t look at Laz but she heard him exit the room.

Lazarus had never been a coward, or at least he never thought so. Facing his father had taken balls. Leaving the Circle Eight ten years earlier had been the act of a boy, scared and humiliated by his actions.

Beatrice had bullied him into coming but he was glad of it. Or at least he would be after his gut settled down. The coffee he’d drunk sat like a brick, sloshing and burbling.

Pa wasn’t in the house, which could only mean he was in the barn, likely tending to his horse. It was the same thing Laz used to do, that most Grahams did when there was turmoil in their lives.

He walked across the achingly familiar ground toward the barn. It had been painted sometime in the last couple of years, the color darker than he remembered. A few yearlings milled around in the corral, tossing their heads and posturing for each other. Somewhere a dog barked and chickens chattered. It was all so normal and yet it was foreign to him.

Laz stepped into the barn, his eyesight adjusting to the darkened interior. The scents of horses, hay, shit, and other familiar smells hit him hard. He closed his eyes and breathed in. As long as he told himself he didn’t belong at the Circle Eight, then he hadn’t missed it. What a pack of lies he’d told himself.

He missed this place and everyone and everything. His pride was bigger than the state of Texas, consuming his decisions until he’d not been able to see what he’d done. Perhaps he’d be able to repair his relationship with his father. Perhaps not.

Laz walked toward the back left corner. The largest stall was there, the one his father had always claimed for his own. The low sound of murmuring grew louder as he approached. His stomach also flipped a few times.

The stall door was open, hanging like a gateway to his past. He took a deep breath and stepped into the doorway. His father ran the curry brush down the flank of a spectacular quarter horse. The gelding was probably five years old and was flawless.

“He’s a beaut.” Laz didn’t realize he was going to speak until the words tumbled out of his mouth.

His father’s hand stopped in mid-brush. “His name’s King. He’s Ten Speed’s get.”

Mention of the stallion that had been Laz’s lifelong friend, Ten Speed, made him smile. “Is he still providing stud service?”

“Nah. He’s spending his days eating grass and napping, just like an old man.” The brushing resumed. “Didn’t expect I’d see you before I cocked up my toes.”

“I deserved that.” Laz leaned against the stall door. “I’ve got no excuse. I was full of pride and a self-hate, and I let Mama down. I let you down.”

Pa turned to look at him, his expression ringed with sadness. “Lazarus, you never let your Mama down. She loved you to her last breath, no matter if you were there to hear it.”

Laz’s throat tightened. “I’ve missed this place.”

“You back for good or you fixing to disappear for another ten years?” His father frowned. “I ain’t getting any younger. Your sisters might stick around the ranch but they’ll need help.”

“I’m a ranger, Pa.”

“That don’t mean you ain’t a Graham. The Circle Eight can’t go on without a Graham at the helm.” Pa patted the horse’s neck. “Violet took on the breeding plans. Iris and Rose handle the financial and business end of things.”

“Sounds like there’s no need for me.” There hadn’t been a need in a decade. Laz didn’t belong anymore.

Pa held out the curry brush. “None of my girls have the touch with the horses that you do. Vi schedules the stud service, but she needs you. We all do.”

Laz stared at the brush, the sides worn and smooth from the hands, Graham hands that had used it on horses. Here was his chance, a peace offering from his father to wipe away the sins of his past.

It was so damn tempting.

“I don’t deserve it.” The words were almost torn from his throat. “I’ve done nothing to contribute to this ranch or the family.”

His father didn’t lower his hand. “There’s something I learned in life, son, it’s that everyone deserves a second chance.”

“I burned through all my changes the first eighteen years of my life.” Laz tasted bitter regret but he could not accept what he didn’t earn.

“Bullshit.” Pa threw the curry bush into a bucket, the clang reverberating through the barn. The gelding side-stepped but Pa laid his hand on the beast’s neck to calm it. “I’m tired of hearing that I spoiled you, gave you everything instead of making you work for it.”

Laz scowled. “I mucked my share of stalls.”

His father pointed a callused finger at him. “Shut up and listen. You’re playing the poor little boy who fucked up his life. That’s bullshit. You made some mistakes, we all do. That’s being human. From what I can see, you’ve matured into a responsible, strong man who spends his life in public service. Don’t tell me you don’t deserve a second chance.”

Laz’s ears rang from his father’s words. They sank in, one at a time.

“Pa, I was a little shit.”

“You made me plum crazy at times, but you always had a good heart. You got that from your Mama.” Pa’s gaze almost burned him in its intensity. “What you got from me is a stubborn mule head. It doesn’t matter if you don’t live here, or that you keep on being a ranger. What matters is that you stop running from who you are.”

When had his father become such a philosopher? He’d always been busy running the ranch and bellowing at everyone when they didn’t move fast enough. God knew Laz had gotten yelled at enough. He had left all that behind though, hadn’t he?

Pa was right. Laz wasn’t the same boy he was when he’d left the Circle Eight. Staying away had been to avoid the shadows of his past, to run from whom he’d been.

“I’m not going to make you stay. You stay if you want to. Leave if you got to. I expect you’ll help Beatrice and catch the son of a bitch who did this.” Pa picked up the curry brush again. “No matter what you think, I’m proud of you, boy.”

The words, ones he craved to hear for so long, settled on Laz’s shoulders and he took a few moments to absorb them. He’d spent more than a third of his life alone, without kind words or affection. His father offered him the return of the one thing he’d left behind.

Family.

“I can exercise the horses on my days off.” He’d spoken before he realized the words were ready to be said. Then another feeling rushed through him.

Relief.

“Good. Good.” Pa wasn’t one to be emotional, but he loved his family with a ferociousness that hadn’t dimmed over time. No matter the colossal mistakes his children had made. “You best go sort out Beatrice’s situation then. If I had a thief at my house I want to know about it so I can cut his balls off.”

Laz found himself smiling and it felt good. No, it felt great. “Yes, sir. I’ll be back on Sunday then.”

Pa turned and held out his hand. The big paw that had swallowed Laz’s smaller hand, had supported him when he’d stumbled, picked him up when he’d fallen, now reached out when Lazarus, like the character of old, returned from beyond.

After a long, hard handshake, Laz left the barn shaken. His nerves danced along his skin. What had just happened? Had his father really given him the salvation he’d ached for?

Atonement. He’d never expected it.


Chapter Six
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Beatrice sat at Mr. Graham’s desk, availing herself of the pens and paper that were stacked on top. She’d gone through the file he’d left her and made notes as she looked through details.

When Laz came back in the room, she glanced up at him. He held his hat in one hand, his expression odd.

“Everything okay, Ranger?”

“Yeah, it is.” He gestured to the papers spread out in front of her. “I should be doing the investigating here.”

“I’m enjoying the hunt. It’s exhilarating, isn’t it?” She tapped the pad of paper. “I found evidence that three of the five business owners attended the expo. Three! The other two could have been at a business event like that. Someone is targeting them. Now we have a list of who else was there.”

She felt a thrill in finding a clue, like a real detective or cop. The store had been her entire world, for nearly her whole life, but running a gun business didn’t give her this kind of deep thrum of interest. Of satisfaction.

“Then we’d better get started finding out which of the guests had motive to do what they did.” He held out his hand she put the list she’d compiled in it.

“The crime at my store was full of rage, even more so than what I read happened at the other businesses. This was more personal.” That disturbed her more than anything.

“Or the perp escalated with each crime.” He scanned through the names. “Some of these are women.”

She raised her brows. “You think women can’t take a baseball bat to a window in a fit of rage?”

“Fair enough. I’ll run down these names and see if anything pops.” He tiled his head. “Good work.”

She flushed at the praise, wondering how long it had been since anyone had complimented her on anything. Maybe some loser who leered at her boobs. She never did much for anyone to admire except run her business and survive. Self-pity never did anything for anyone. She didn’t abide by it, and she didn’t allow herself to wallow in it.

Yet hearing a simple “good work” from Laz made her feel good. More than that, it boosted her self-esteem. Silly to admit, and she sure as hell wouldn’t say it to him, but there it was. Bea needed to be praised, just as any human being would.

“We’re not done yet. I’ve got a few more things to read through here.” She offered him the documents she’d already reviewed. “Did you want to go through these?”

“I don’t think I need to. Your notes are very detailed.” He sat in the chair on the other side of the desk.

She peered at him, wondering what had happened during the conversation with his father. His expression could be described as poleaxed. Her curiosity ran around inside her head, screeching to be satisfied. It was none of her business, of course. Hell, until two days ago, she’d forgotten he existed. Or at least tried to.

Now he was her quasi-partner and they were investigating a crime together. Life surely couldn’t get any stranger. Although she’d probably just hexed herself by even thinking that.

“My pa asked me to come by and exercise the horses.”

She raised her brows at his unexpected words. “Violet doesn’t do that?”

“She’s busy with the yearlings so the older horses don’t necessarily get the attention they need, I guess.” He leaned forward, putting his elbows on his knees. “I’m not sure why fate has decided to play with me, but I never expected any of this.”

Bea didn’t know whether to be insulted or complimented. She got to her feet and walked over to him, squatting down to be at eye level. His eyes were full of confusion and what might have been pain.

“Families always accept us, no matter what we’ve done. If your father wants you to come home, what’s stopping you? You’re a ranger, and work all over the state, right? The Circle Eight will be yours one day, why not take the chance.” She didn’t want to be someone who gave advice to Lazarus Graham, but perhaps he needed to hear it anyway.

He pursed his lips and looked down at his feet. “I want to.”

“Then do it.” She put her hand on his knee and squeezed. The exhilaration of touching Laz hadn’t dimmed an iota. The man was made of steel everywhere. “The only thing stopping you is you.”

He cupped her chin and kissed her with a gentleness that made her eyes prick with tears. What the hell was that about?

“If your store hadn’t been broken into, I would be somewhere else alone. Now I’m here, kissing you, about to accept an invitation back into my family.” He kissed her again. “What did I do to deserve all that?”

Happiness bubbled inside her and she was as confused by it as he appeared to be. Her life hadn’t been sunshine and puppies, that was for sure. She’d barely scraped by for years, staying afloat with sheer grit and a determination to keep her family’s legacy alive.

Now everything had changed. She had started to fall a little in love with a man she’d hated, or at least he’d been the image she had projected her hate onto, for so long. That sense of weightlessness washed over her and she was glad she was close to the floor or she might have toppled over.

He was right. Fate was a mighty strange thing. She could either fight it or fly with it.

“What happens next?” She wasn’t sure whether she was terrified or excited by the answer.

“Tracking down the leads and investigating the potential suspects.” He sat up and ran his hand down his face. “The crime scene techs haven’t sent me their reports yet so we may be able to connect all of it together.”

Bea swallowed the lump in her throat. “What happens next?” she repeated.

His expression softened. “Anything.”

She smiled, her heart all squishy. “Oh.”

They spent the next hour going through the rest of the paperwork, searching for information online about the other participants. It was the most fun she’d had in a very long time. Detective work was a surprise delight and could become addictive. It might have been because she’d spent the time with Laz.

Or maybe a combination of the two.

Laz put all his notes in a pile and got to his feet. They had made significant progress in narrowing down the suspect pool. He enjoyed his job every day, or at least he thought he’d enjoyed it. Bea had shown him he had been missing a key ingredient.

Passion.

She’d aroused him in so many ways, sexually, emotionally, and mentally. He hadn’t felt such a deep level of satisfaction in chasing down information. The only new thing in his life was Beatrice Cartwright.

Maybe it was because he’d been alone for so long. He had his cousins and his sisters, but they were occasional company. He spent his days, and nights, in a solitary existence. Being with her had shown him what being in a relationship could be.

It was too soon to say they even had a relationship, but it was something. Indefinable at the moment, but not nothing. A lot more than nothing.

He had been such a shit to her when they were kids. It was in the past and they were both different people. However, he felt a niggling desire to make things right, as much as he could. There were some memories he could not erase, but they could make new ones.

“What do you say to a picnic by the pond?”

Her brows shot up. She swiped a strand of hair that dangled over her eye, the kinky ginger curl moved merrily in the air conditioner’s breeze.

“Aren’t you on duty?”

“Supper picnic then.” The idea of a moonlit swim with Bea raised his temperature in an instant.

“At the pond.”

He swallowed the lump in his throat. “I thought it would be good to create a new present and shed the past.”

“I like that idea. A lot.” She smiled and the world seemed to be a brighter place. “I’m not sure the last few days have been real. It’s like one of those movies where you see what the world would be like if your choices had been reversed. Something like that Christmas movie where the angel gets its wings.”

He shook his head. “I’m no angel.”

“That makes two of us. I’m not a devil either, but maybe somewhere in between.” She glanced at her watch. “I need to meet Lenny at the shop. He is going to reinstall the front windows today.”

He didn’t want to leave his pa’s study. There had been a monumental shift in Laz’s view of the world in that room. At the ranch again. He could see more than the hazy mist that had been his future.

Now he had something he’d lost. Hope.

They rode back into town together and he got to work doing background checks. When the afternoon waned, he ordered their picnic lunch from Waverly’s diner. Not too hard to believe they were still in business given their food was the best in the county.

He didn’t think to ask what she liked to eat other than sandwiches, so he ordered standard picnic fare and picked up a six-pack of beer to wash it down. He wasn’t the wine drinking type and if she was, perhaps she might want something different.

Laz was certainly that. He was a man unused to emotional commitments and was stubborn as all hell. He also had treated her badly when he had been a boy. The truth was, he wasn’t a catch. Hell, he was held together with spit and duct tape most days.

Self-doubt began to creep in. What if it was a fluke and was just the after effects of incredible sex that lasted for days afterward? That was possible, wasn’t it?

He drove the now familiar path to the gun store and pulled in. Laz wasn’t nervous, but he sure as hell wasn’t as confident as he wanted to be. His life had been routine, predictable. Maybe even boring. Now it was upside down, all because of Beatrice.

To be fair, he couldn’t blame her. He could have left her at any point to continue the investigation on his own. She had charmed him, pulled him back into the land of the living. The problem was, he wasn’t sure he was ready to stay there.

The scent of fried chicken filled the car, distracting him from his mental meanderings. It was time to pick up his date, because there was no doubt about it. This was a date and the pond offered them privacy as well as a romantic setting.

He got out of the car and walked to the door, surprised to find he was nervous. His gut did a little dance and his dick urged him to be as nice as possible. The memory of Bea’s body was the stuff of dreams.

He raised his hand to knock when the door opened and Bea stood there with a tote bag, a blanket and other items sticking out. She wore a pair of cut-off shorts and a yellow T-shirt with what appeared to be a bikini top beneath it. Her spectacular breasts were literally staring him in the face. He licked his lips.

“Hi.” She raised both brows. “If you’re done looking at my tits, can you let me out?”

He snorted a laugh and stepped back. “I’m sorry. They, ah, are…”

“Magnificent?” She laughed, an earnest one from her belly, not a little tinkling, girlie one. Bea did everything with gusto, which might be why he was drawn to her life force. She was vibrant.

“Yes, they are.” He gestured with his arm to his car. “My chariot?”

He helped her into the car like a true gentleman. As his mother had taught him to. She had liked Bea, to his knowledge, although after the incident at the pond, he was certain Bea had refused to come to the Circle Eight.

Laz had a lot to make up for, and he hoped this was the first step forward. What happened after that was unknown, and a bit frightening. Laz was a ranger, however, and danger wasn’t anything to run from. He wasn’t about to give up before the real challenge began.

The ride out to the Circle Eight was a comfortable silence. The moment was broken when Bea’s stomach growled. She laughed. And shrugged at him.

“It’s your fault. That fried chicken smells like heaven. I didn’t have a snack because I was looking forward to the picnic.” She peered into the backseat. “What other culinary delights did you bring?”

“Patience, grasshopper. You will know when we get there.” He kept his tone even, although he was anxious to get to the pond. To kiss her again. Taste her passion again.

To live again.

The sun hung low in the sky, its orange rays bouncing like diamonds on the surface of the water. The pond had changed somewhat but it remained the same in other ways. The trees had grown taller, the bushes fuller, but the small beach beckoned swimmers. A warm breeze greeted them as he pulled the car to a stop at the edge of the pond.

She blinked against the brightness of the sun. “This is going to be good, right?”

He took her hand and kissed the palm. “It’s going to be better than good.”

A flash of something moved through her face, but it was gone in a moment. She smiled a bit too brightly and opened the door. “You’d better bring that food and eat when I do or you might not get any.”

He didn’t know what was going through her mind, but he did know this place held bad memories for her. Laz would not allow that to continue. He grabbed the bag of food and followed her to the beach. She was laying out a few blankets, then slipped off her flip-flops.

Laz watched with what he would call lascivious intent while she stretched, pushing her breasts forward. His dick twitched. God, she was amazingly sensual.

“Bring that food, Ranger, and I might let you see these magnificent breasts again.” She smiled and sat down cross-legged on the blankets.

They spent the next twenty minutes consuming the rich, perfectly prepared food. Bea groaned too many times for him to count. His boxers were getting tighter and tighter with each passing minute. She licked her lips, patted her belly and lay back on the blankets.

He’d barely eaten and if he had, he didn’t remember tasting it. She turned her head to look at him.

“Weren’t you hungry?”

He was ready to step off the cliff and fly. “Not for food.” He tossed the food containers behind him as he crawled toward her.

Her eyes widened, but not in fear. Excitement shone from the depths of her expression. And damned if her nipples didn’t harden.

“Do you want to go swimming?” He paused inches above her mouth, his breath gusting against her slightly parted lips. He wanted to devour her, show her infinite pleasure until she, and he, were thoroughly satiated. Then begin again.

She hesitated, no doubt remembering the last time they had been at the pond together. A dark spot in his past he needed to erase from both their memories.

“Sure.” She didn’t move.

“Let me help you.” He pulled her to her feet while she watched with a wary expression. He tried to smooth away the frown between her brows with his thumbs, and then kissed his way from her forehead to her lips. She sighed as he licked at the seam of her mouth.

“You’re seducing me.”

“I’m trying my damndest.” He tugged at the T-shirt she wore, pulling it up as he continued to tease her with his lips and tongue. Her skin tasted of sunshine and woman. He shook with the need to move faster, but he held tight to his control. This was about her.

He pulled her shorts down and helped her to balance as she stepped out of them. With a smile they walked to the pond, hand in hand. He wanted to run his hands up and down her curves and revel in the pure sensuality that was Beatrice.

They stepped to the edge until their toes were covered in the cool mud and warm water. He lifted her hand and kissed the back.

“I used to take the world for granted, and everyone in it. Including you.” He swept his arm wide. “Thank you for coming here and for giving me a chance. This pond has to be rechristened today with the sweet memories we make together.”

She blew out air through her mouth in a rush. “You’re awfully poetic for a ranger.”

He snorted. “I used a thesaurus when I was rehearsing.”

She laughed, a boisterous and beautiful activity that included her entire body. Laz had never known someone who was so genuine. She humbled him with her fresh, open approach to everything.

“Let’s go swimming, cowboy.” She dove into the water and cut across the still pond with beautiful strokes of an accomplished swimmer.

He watched her for a few moments before he jumped in after her. The water was refreshing on the hot summer’s day. He had missed the simple joy of a dip in the afternoon. There wasn’t much call for it as a ranger. Most days he worked from sunup until well past sundown.

Now he was here, off duty on time again, and he was relaxing. Doing nothing but existing and living and enjoying himself. It was liberating and terrifying. What had Bea’s influence done to him? He was turning into a regular human being.

He liked it.

Laz finally caught up to Bea as she lay on her back, swimming in lazy circles. He came up beside her and cupped her perfectly round ass.

She hooted. “Someone’s goosing me.”

“I can’t help it. Your ass inspires me to grab it.”

“It’s not magnificent, is it?” The teasing glint in her warm eyes made him laugh.

“Glorious.”

“You have been using the thesaurus.” She spread her arms as she floated, her curls dancing around her.

“God, you’re beautiful.”

Her eyes popped open wide. “What?”

Laz wanted to turn and swim away, but he wouldn’t. The last week with Beatrice had been eye opening and the best thing that ever happened to him.

“I don’t think I’ve ever seen a more beautiful sight than you in this pond.” He kissed the edge of one breast. “I want to make love to you, Beatrice.”

She blinked, drops of water splashing down her cheeks. “Be careful, Lazarus, you’re going to make me fall in love with you.”

This time when he smiled, he fell a little in love with her too. Not that he would admit that anytime soon. It was all too new, this emotional vulnerability. He would be honest with her but he wouldn’t throw himself on his sword just yet.

But soon. If things kept going so well, he wouldn’t be able to help himself.

She turned and wrapped her legs and arms around him, pulling him against her cool curves. He cupped her ass and held her in place as his feet touched the ground. It was fairly deep there, over five feet, but not enough to hinder his moves.

He pressed his fingers between her legs until they slid beneath the bikini bottom. The sweet heat of her pussy made his dick twitch. She made a contented purr and started kissing his neck.

He slid two fingers inside her while his thumb found her clit. “Let me pleasure you.”

She sat up and he used his teeth to pull the bikini top to the side, then licked her nipple. Bea’s eyes darkened with passion as it bubbled inside her. He suckled her while his hands brought her pleasure and his cock throbbed against her thigh.

He switched to the other breast, and then slid a third finger inside her. She gripped his shoulders and rode his hand. He bit her nipple as her muscles contracted around his fingers. She moaned and whispered his name, pleasure shudders wracking her body.

Laz wanted to plunge into her and fuck her into next week, but he held back. Instead he kissed her soft skin, up her chest to her neck and face, then down the other side. Her head lolled back and she rubbed against him.

“If you keep that up, I’m gonna muss my shorts.”

She laughed and wiggled harder. “Maybe you need to.”

“Or maybe I need to slide into you.”

“Mmmm, I like that idea even better.” She reached down and wrapped her hands around him.

It was Laz’s turn to close his eyes and enjoy the ministrations of her long, talented fingers. He reached into the tiny pocket of his shorts and pulled out the condom. With shaking hands, he yanked his shorts off and slipped the rubber on. Before he knew it, she had his dick poised at the entrance to her pussy.

He sank into her depths an inch at a time, slow and easy. The water lapped at them with their movements, the coolness a contrast to their heated flesh. She was tight and slick, her inner muscles holding, tugging him deeper each time.

She scratched at his back as they danced the most ancient of dances. His release threatened but he wanted her to find another. Their mutual pleasure with no regrets. He reached between them and found her clit, pinching it through the fabric.

“Oh shit.” She tightened her legs and pulled him so deep he touched her womb. She gasped as the second orgasm rolled through her.

Then the universe exploded. He pumped into her hard and fast while the stars flew right and left, blinding him, pulling him to a place he’d forgotten existed.

It was at least a full minute before he could form a coherent thought.

“That was—”

“Magnificent. Absolutely magnificent.” She smiled and his heart flipped.

This was the woman he would have never known if he had stayed trapped in his own self-imposed prison. How the universe managed to put her in his path was a mystery.

All Laz knew was he was infinitely glad it had. Beatrice was one in a million. A woman he would never get enough of.


Chapter Seven
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Beatrice stared out the new glass windows of the store while the sun rose, sending shadows dancing across the floor. Her mood was pensive, unsure, and if she were honest with herself, hopeful.

The experience two days ago with Laz had been incredible. Amazing. Life-changing. He’d managed to show her that she was a desirable, beautiful woman, no longer Queen Bea. Her heart had become engaged for sure. The problem was, she wasn’t sure if his heart was. In fact, he hadn’t called or texted her since then.

Doubt began to creep in and she needed to beat it back with a big stick. Unfortunately, she had been battered emotionally by the break-in, the suddenness of Laz in her life, and the burgeoning romance had thrown her into a tailspin.

When the door of the shop opened, she started and stumbled backward. Laz stood in the doorway, his silhouette dark against the early morning light, but she would recognize him anywhere.

“Shit, you scared me.” She pressed her hand to her heart. “What are you doing here?”

The question came out sharper than she intended. It wasn’t his fault she had been stuck musing about the fact she was falling in love with him. He’d appeared as though she’d conjured him.

“I have news.” He put his hands on his hips and fixed her with that unblinking stare. As a cop, he was damn good at intimidation simply by existing.

She crossed her arms. “About what?” She couldn’t stop the annoyed tone in her voice. He disappeared for two days and then popped in as though he hadn’t been on radio silence.

“A few things.” He held up a folder and gestured to the office. “Can we sit down?”

She shrugged. “Fine.”

They walked into the office and she put the table between them. He sat down and opened the folder. Three very neat paper-clipped bundles were inside. He lined them up beside each other, then laced his fingers together.

“Sit.”

She raised her brows.

He closed his eyes. “Please.”

Bea wasn’t normally a brat, but she felt like one. She sat across from Laz, wondering what his game was. Did he come to mess with her just to see if he could? Self-doubt assailed her.

“I’m sorry I didn’t call you in the last two days. I was working on the leads and tracking down a suspect.” He pulled out bright sticky notes, which, dammit, charmed her. He set out a bright green one that read WORK on the first pile of papers. “One Daniel Jones was a disgruntled former owner of a sporting goods store. It went out of business to be replaced by a florist shop owned by a woman. He doesn’t have an alibi and we’re close to tagging the evidence to him for all five crimes.”

She was almost disappointed. “Who the hell is Daniel Jones and why does he hate me?”

“It appears he’d been close to bankruptcy when he went to the business expo at the Circle Eight. Old school guy who was raised that a woman’s place is barefoot and pregnant. Female business owners threatened him and he blamed all of you for the loss of his business. Personally, I think he might have a chance at an insanity plea. I’ve left this in the hands of another ranger to complete.” Laz moved the pile to the side then pasted a bright blue note that read HOME on the second group of papers. “I leased an apartment in Brier Creek yesterday.”

Her heart slammed into high gear. He was moving back home? She didn’t know what to say. Butterflies danced through her belly.

He put a bright red note on the last pile and it read BEA. “I’ve spent time thinking about you. A lot.” His blue-green gaze found hers. “I know it’s a lot to ask, but after spending time with you, I feel like I’ve found where I belong. Maybe it’s too early to talk about the future, but I wanted you to know how I feel.”

Her mouth had gone cotton dry and her damn eyes stung. She pointed at the papers with one shaking finger. “What is in there?”

He smiled and it transformed his harsh expression into one of male beauty. Lazarus Graham was so damn good looking it hurt to look at him sometimes.

“Tickets to a weekend in Corpus Christi for your birthday.”

She pressed a hand to her heart. “You know my birthday?”

“Of course I do. How can I ask to be your boyfriend if I don’t know everything I can about you.” He gazed at the red note. “When you turned sixteen, my sisters went to your party but I wasn’t invited. I never forgot the date or the fact that I wanted to be there, but I was such an asshole to you I didn’t deserve to be there.”

“I also have a brochure from the community college for a degree in criminal justice. You’re so damn smart and a natural born detective. I’m overstepping, but I think you can kick ass if you decide to move into law enforcement.”

She struggled to find the words to express just how full her heart was. She could only swallow and look like a doofus. It was as though someone looked into her deepest fantasies and brought forth everything she wanted. Including Laz Graham.

“I don’t know what to say,” she managed to squeak out.

“You don’t have to say anything. All of this is for you.” He got to his feet. “Read through it and then call me when you decide if you want to take a chance on a cowboy who is half in love with you but a little screwed up. He also comes with baggage and rusty social skills.”

He turned and walked out of the office. Bea traced the writing on the red note, the square handwriting neat and precise. Laz had just offered her so much including the opportunity to change the direction of her life, her career and her heart.

Was she ready for it?

Did it matter if she was ready or not?

Bea jumped to her feet and raced through the store. He was walking toward his car when she ran into the street.

“Lazarus Matthew Graham!” Her voice echoed across the morning light. A few people on the sidewalk stopped to stare. “Where the hell are you going?”

She sauntered toward him and he crossed his arms, accentuating the breadth of his chest and shoulders. A shiver raced down her at how delicious this man was.

Her man.

“Getting out of your way.”

She pushed her breasts against those powerful arms until he opened them and she looped her hands around his neck. “What if I want you in my way?”

His gaze was wary. “Are you sure you don’t need time to think?”

She smiled with everything that was in her heart. “Nope.”

He hugged her then pulled her off her feet and swung her in a circle. “Good, because I don’t think I can go another day without kissing you.”

His lips found hers as the bright sunshine bathed them in warmth. Beatrice had begun the week with a horrific crime against her and here she was ending the week the promise of a love and a man to share it with.

Fate might be a fickle mistress, but she had her moments.

The End
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