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She never wants a hero . . .

After a tragic stint in the National Guards, Adam Connelly returns to his animal shelter in Sunshine, Idaho, just wanting
to be alone. Then he opens the door to the woman whose heart he once broke — still gorgeous, still tough-as-nails, yet this
time, unusually vulnerable.


Adam is the last man Holly wants to see. But with her father missing, he is the only one she can count on to find him.

For Holly and Adam, each with their ghosts, a search this desperate, this unpredictable and this intimate, will have its share
of risks — including opening their hearts one more time.


One
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There was a fine line between being exhausted and being comatose, and Adam Connelly had just about found it. He’d been two nights
without sleep, half that without food, and his shoulder hurt like hell where his shirt was sticking to his open wound.


It was hard to feel much past the heart-pounding adrenaline surge still making his limbs quiver, but the pain managed to creep
through. The freezing burn of the sleet slapping him in the face didn’t help either as he opened his pack and shoved in his
gear. Later, he’d have to take it all back out again and carefully repair, clean, and repack everything after the unexpected
rescue, but for now he wasn’t particularly inclined toward much besides getting the hell out of there.


Milo stood at his side, still in his search and rescue vest, attentive to their surroundings even though he had to be as done
in as Adam. Knowing it, Adam forced a few deep breaths to try and slow his heart rate. “What do you think?” he asked, pretending
he wasn’t fighting his still knocking knees to hold him up. “Food, sleep . . . or a woman?”


Milo nudged the pocket of the daypack where his food was kept.

Adam shook his head, finding some humor in the day, after all. “You always vote for food.”

The ten-month-old yellow Lab seemed to smile at that. He was a search-and-rescue dog now, but not too long ago, he’d been
nothing more than a scrappy, unwanted pup. In Milo’s world, food still trumped everything else.


Adam got that. After all, like tended to recognize like. Besides, sleep was overrated, and it wasn’t as if a woman had been
on his calendar, anyway. Hell, a woman hadn’t been even a glimmer of a possibility in too long to contemplate.


His own fault. “Food it is, then,” he said, and realized in spite of still shaking and sweating, he was starving, too. That
was a good sign, he decided. It meant that the PTSD had been kicked down to a lowly 3 on the scale, when two years ago it
would’ve been at a 10.5, not to mention wholly consuming him.


Progress.

Besides, he’d never been able to resist a good adrenaline rush. After all, some of his fondest memories were born of adrenaline
rushes—being five years old and running like hell from a pack of Rottweilers that he and his brother Dell had accidentally
roused while climbing fences. Or at fourteen, getting caught underage drinking and “borrowing” a ’69 classic GTO—a joyride
that had landed him in juvie. Hell, for most of his teenage years, fathers everywhere had feared Adam’s influence on their
impressionable sons and mothers had locked up their daughters on Saturday nights. And then it had all caught up with him in
one horrifying, tragic evening that had changed the direction of his entire life.


Good times.

Footsteps came up behind him: Kel, the local sheriff and good friend. Hooking his radio back on his hip, he squinted through the wind and freezing rain whipping at them, rippling the surface of Bear Lake into a frenzy in front of them. “Nice
job.”


“It wasn’t a job,” Adam reminded him. They’d just happened to be scouting out this area for new rugged terrain to be used
in search and rescue training. They’d been doing a complete two-day run-through when they stumbled into a real rescue situation.
“It was just sheer dumb luck.”


“Good luck,” Kel corrected. “All those years you spent overseas with the National Guard saving the good guys’ asses left you like
a machine. Man, the way you shimmied down that sheer rock to get to the kid before he slipped . . .” Kel shook his head in
marvel. “And how the hell did you hold on to him like that until I got the ropes to you without popping your shoulder out
of the socket? You do that Superman shit in the military, too?”


Among other things, Adam thought, but he merely shrugged, a movement that caused the laceration on his shoulder to split further. Some machine.

“Well, however you did it,” Kel said, “it’s damn good to have you back.”

Yeah, well, there was back, and then there was back. Adam couldn’t have gripped a rope right then to save his life. He could no longer hear the thump-thump-thump of the vanishing
helicopter airlifting the ten-year-old and his father out of this remote area, which was good. His foster brother, Brady,
was behind the chopper’s controls, which alleviated any concern about the increasingly bad weather. Brady, an ex-army ranger
who’d retained all of his skills, could fly in and out of the eye of a needle if he had to. From here to Coeur d’Alene would
be a picnic, oncoming storm or not.


Kel shouldered his pack. Adam did the same but much more gingerly. Normally, there’d be hours of post-rescue takedown, but
everything had happened too fast. As the region’s coordinator and S&R team leader, Adam hadn’t even had time to set up an incident command post or mobilize a search. There weren’t the usual myriad trucks or equipment or people
it generally took to run an S&R, and for once, that was a good thing.


They could go home right now, and Adam could stop expending all his energy on appearing to be fine, when what he really wanted
to do was pass out and pretend today hadn’t happened. Because although he made a living teaching and training search and rescue,
and he had more accredited initials after his name than the alphabet was long, he hadn’t actually been active in a rescue in two years. Not since Afghanistan, when he and his unit had been called in to rescue a group of British soldiers
stuck on the side of a godforsaken mountain. That day they’d dropped in from helicopters and rappelled down cliffs and into
the caves.


And straight into enemy fire.

Most of the time, that memory was buried deep. But today, thirty minutes ago, Adam had faced his nightmares in broad daylight.
He’d had to rappel down a cliff to save that kid, and being forced into an active role like that, hanging off those rocks
at the mouth of the caves, barely grabbing the boy in time—it had all brought him back to a very dark place.


Milo pushed his wet nose into Adam’s palm and leaned against him, something the dog wasn’t supposed to do on the job. Adam
didn’t correct him for it, didn’t have the heart. There hadn’t been much softness in Adam’s life, and even less affection,
and though he didn’t yearn for either, something about the damn dog got to him every time. He looked down at Milo, who was
panting happily up at him, his brown eyes clearly saying, Dude, concentrate! Food!

And Adam had to laugh. “Right. Food.” Always food. And proof that even a dog had better sense than to hang on to the negative
shit.


They all headed back to Adam’s Polaris Ranger, a four-wheel all-terrain vehicle that could get them in and out of just about anywhere—at least until the heavy snows came. “Up,” Adam said to Milo, but the dog leaned on him again. Worried.
And Adam realized the dog wasn’t fooled by Adam’s cool exterior but was picking up on his lingering anxiety. With a sigh,
he crouched and hugged the dog. “I’m fine. You’re fine. We’re all fine. Now up.”


Milo leapt into the small backseat of the ATV and Adam angled in behind the wheel. With Kel riding rifle, they four-wheeled
out of there. By the time Adam dropped Kel off at his station in their small hometown of Sunshine, the adrenaline was definitely
wearing off. Pain was a dull ache in his shoulder, right behind his eyes, and in his heart, but he told himself to suck it
up because at least this rescue had a happy ending.


A gust of wind brought in more icy rain, and the first few flakes of snow. Yesterday it had been sixty-five degrees. Today,
snow. Welcome to early December at the base of the Bitterroot Mountains in Idaho. By the time he off-roaded to the property
he owned with his brothers, the snow kicked up a little bit in intensity, the landscape going soft and white and quiet.


He loved quiet.

He pulled into Belle Haven, which spanned thirty acres and was big enough to house their large vet clinic and stable their
horses. Having been gone two days, Adam needed to poke his head in the office to pick up his messages and check on things.


And then sleep.

With any luck Dell would’ve treated all his patients for the day and locked up by now so that Adam wouldn’t have to see anyone
and talk about what had happened. Unfortunately, he’d run out of luck a long time ago. When he pulled into the lot, Dell’s
truck was still there, next to Adam’s in fact, which was freshly washed and shiny clean as always.


Not Dell’s. Dell’s was covered in a fine layer of dust and filled with crap. Work equipment, sporting gear, yesterday’s fast-food lunch wrappings . . . It boggled Adam’s organized mind.
But then again, Dell hadn’t gone into the military and had the discipline drilled into him. Dell, two years younger than Adam,
had gone to vet school, and had gotten used to practically living out of his truck while trying to make it through. Old habits
died hard.


Adam strode into the animal center, with Milo on his heels. Their reception area was large and airy, with wide planked wood
floors lined with comfortable benches for waiting. At one end was a long counter, behind which was the hub of the entire place.
Jade’s arena. Jade was their drill sergeant slash office manager and also Dell’s very significant other slash better half.


At the sight of him, she stood up, a strawberry blond pinup girl in eye-popping pink, phone in hand. Adam considered himself
tough as hell and street-smart. Jade was both tougher and smarter than he, and most competent at running his world when he
needed her to.


“He’s back,” she said into the receiver, no doubt reporting to Dell. Dropping the phone, she came around the counter, eyes
on Milo, whom she crouched low to hug. “Hi there, handsome.”


“Right back atcha, beautiful,” Adam said.

This earned him a smile as Jade slipped Milo a dog cookie.

Milo snarfed it down and licked his chops, eyeing her hopefully for a second, even though he knew the rules. One cookie at
a time.


A young cat sat on the counter next to the cookie jar. Beans ruled the place with the same fierceness Jade did.

Milo whined up at her. The pup wanted to be friends so bad he could taste it. But Beans eyed the dog with the same general
disdain she held for the rest of the world before lifting a leg to wash her Lady Town with quiet dignity.


With a sigh for the lost cause, Milo plopped to the floor, head on his front paws, eyes soulful.

“So,” Jade said to Adam. “You look like hell. You need a cookie, too?”

“Need something.”

Her expression softened. “I have leftover chicken in the kitchen. I’ll make you a plate.” She grabbed his messages. “The IDRA
called. They want to publish your latest article on S&R dog training.”


Adam was a certified instructor and evaluator for the Idaho Dog Rescue Association, both for handlers and dogs, and had provided
much of the site’s public education content. “Tell them that’s fine.”


“Oh, and that reporter from the Coeur d’Alene Chronicle called—Cynthia Withers. She wants to know if you’ll pose in their annual Hot Outdoorsmen calendar this year. She said she
asked you last year and you said—”


“Fuck no.”

Jade grinned. “Yeah, that. Shame, though. You could totally make the cover, especially with that two-day scruffy, smoldering
glower you’ve got going on right now.”


Adam didn’t react to this. Reacting only gave Jade ammunition. But he did feel an eye twitch coming on to go with his headache.

“Damn, you’re no fun today.” Jade tossed that message to the trash and read the next one. “Oh, yeah. Liza Molan enjoyed your
puppy training class so much that she wants private lessons this time. For herself, not her puppy,” Jade clarified, looking like she was thoroughly enjoying herself. “She said,
and I quote, ‘You’re a most excellent master, and she’s most eager to be . . . mastered.’ ”


Yeah. A definite eye twitch. He gave Jade a long look, which didn’t bother her in the slightest.

“Hey, don’t shoot the messenger,” she said. “You know damn well that you look like a fallen dark angel. The price for that, you poor, poor baby, is women wanting you. You ought to try dating some of them—that would scare them off in no time.”


Yeah, yeah, message received. But he wasn’t big on socializing and hadn’t been in a while. Watching half his unit be blown
away in a war zone tended to do that to a person, he’d been assured. He’d get back on the bike soon. Things would get better.
Time would heal all his wounds. Blah, blah, blah, he’d heard it all. Some of those old adages might actually be true, but
most of the time it all felt like a load of bullshit to him.


Dell stepped out from the back, tailed by Gertie, his one-year-old, happy-go-lucky St. Bernard. “You tell him about the calendar
offer?” Dell asked Jade.


“Uh-huh,” she said. “He says he can’t wait to pose.”


Adam shook his head at his brother. “Your woman thinks she’s funny.”

“Hey, I’m my own woman,” Jade said.


Gertie made a beeline for Adam, his welcome-home committee in a one-hundred-pound package of joy, exuberance, and slobber.

Adam held up a hand. Gertie, eager to obey him, skidded in her efforts to stop. She failed, and ran into Adam’s legs, nearly
taking him out. Panting, Gertie regrouped and sat obediently, looking up at him in adoration.


Milo hadn’t left his position at Adam’s other side, his training too strong to break posture, but he stared at Gertie with
the same love that Gertie lavished on Adam.


With a soft laugh, Adam crouched low and gave Gert a full body rub that had her falling bonelessly to the floor in ecstasy.
“Come on, then,” he said to Milo, who happily joined the lovefest.


Beans looked unimpressed.

Dell extracted Adam’s messages from Jade, leaning in to nuzzle and then kiss her jaw as he did. She cupped his face and kissed him softly before heading to the back, her heels clicking as she left Dell and Adam alone.

Or as alone as one could get surrounded by all the animals. Dell eyed his dog flat on her back, trying to entice Adam to rub
her down again. “She missed you guys.”


“I see that.” Looking at Dell was a whole lot like looking in the mirror. Same dark hair, dark eyes, and dark skin they’d
gotten from their Native American mother, who’d given them up as young boys to go back to her reservation. Same big, broad
build they’d gotten from their Texan, all-American football player father, who was long dead. Same matching commitment and
authority issues they’d gotten from their unstable youth.


“You had a long few days,” Dell said casually.

The equivalent of a welcome-back hug. Adam shrugged and then sucked in a pained breath as the movement jarred his shoulder.
He concentrated on the fresh warm blood that trickled down his back instead of his brother’s intense gaze.


Kel might have been a little clueless on exactly how long it had been since Adam had been on the active side of an S&R mission
instead of running it, but Dell was not.


“So you saved the kid,” Dell said.

“Milo found him.”

“Clinging to the cliff that you then had to climb because no one else was close enough.”

Adam blew out a sigh. “Brady called you.”

“Brady called,” Dell confirmed. “Said you were favoring your shoulder and that you looked like you hadn’t eaten or slept in
two days.” Dell paused, his gaze scanning the length of Adam, the doctor eyes carefully assessing. “He also said you were
in a mood.”


Adam ignored this and snatched his messages from Dell’s fingers.

“So . . . how are you really?” Dell asked.

“I’d be better if everyone would leave me the hell alone.” He flipped through the notes. Several state S&R agencies wanted him to run some training for their staff. He did a lot of
that, traveling across the country to set up systems and training. He also had some new sign-ups for the dog obedience class
starting next week. Two more wanted to attend his tracking and agility class. A breeder was looking for advice. And three
calls from . . . “Holly?” He stared at the name on the paper. “Holly Reid?”


Dell nodded. “She’s been here twice today looking for you.”

Adam kept his face carefully blank. As far as Dell knew, Holly was the daughter of one of Adam’s clients. And she was. But
she was something else as well—a blast from Adam’s past, one that never failed to evoke an entire slew of emotions in him,
not a single one of which he was equipped to deal with on the best of days.


Which today definitely wasn’t.

Most of Adam’s errant, misguided youth had been a blur of resentment, anger, and wildness. Growing up in a series of foster
homes had turned him into a ruffian thug in the making. He’d thrived on trouble, all kinds, and he’d been exceptionally good
at it.


In comparison, Holly had come from another planet. She was the daughter of Donald Reid, an extremely wealthy businessman who’d
bought up a bunch of failing ranches in the state and turned them around. Holly handled the business side of her father’s
ranching conglomerate. Which in no way explained the blast of fury she unloaded on Adam every time their paths crossed. It
had been twelve years since they’d been young and stupid—emphasis on stupid—a virtual lifetime. She was settled and successful.


And married.

So he had no idea why she hated him.

Well, maybe he had some idea. But it would take some thinking about, an inner reflection that he wasn’t up for at the moment.


Or ever.

In the meantime, he had no idea what the hell she’d want with him. Her dad, Donald, was a big, old softie who often fostered young
S&R puppies for Adam until they were old enough to be trained and adopted. The problem was Donald had been spending a lot
of time up north helping upgrade his sister’s ranch, leaving Holly to handle the entire Reid empire, puppies included. Maybe
that was it—she needed help. But he knew he was the last man on earth she’d come to if she needed something. Shrugging it
off, he turned to the stairs.


Milo immediately leapt to his feet, ready to roll. The stairs led up to the loft above the animal center. At one time or another,
each of them had lived there, but it was Adam’s at the moment. It was large, running the length of the center, and quiet.
It suited him.


“So what does Holly want?” Dell asked.

“No idea.”

“Whatever it is, she’s not going to give up.”

No shit. When Holly sank her teeth into something, she was like a pit bull—the prettiest pit bull Adam had ever seen. Once
upon a time she’d sunk her teeth into him, and he’d loved it.


And then he’d been an idiot and pried her loose. He’d done it for her own good, not that he’d gained any credit for that.
So, no, he really couldn’t imagine what she wanted. Hell, she was married. Married, living the life as one half of a couple, sharing a place, sharing a bed.


Which he really didn’t want to think about. “Whatever she needs,” he said, “you handle it.”


Dell laughed softly, his tone suggesting that Adam was still an idiot.


Probably true.

Bessie came through, pushing a broom. Bessie was their cleaning lady, and somewhere between fifty and one hundred years old.
They’d inherited her from Sol Anders, who’d been Adam and Dell’s favorite foster parent. Bessie came up to Adam’s elbow and was about as wide as she was tall, but she could clean like no one’s business, and she never took
shit from anyone. A bonus in the Connelly Casa. She gave Adam a long look up and down, then shook her head. “You done it again,
huh?”


“I didn’t do anything,” Adam said, automatically reacting like the guilty teenager she’d gone after with her broom a time
or two.


She cackled. They both knew he was guilty as hell of something on any given day.


Adam started to climb the stairs. Aware that both Bessie and Dell were watching, he forced himself not to groan, but every
single step jarred his shoulder, and he gritted his teeth against the pain.


“That’s not good,” Bessie said conversationally to Dell. “You see that?”

“I see it,” Dell said, sounding grim.

“It’s nothing,” Adam said to them both.

“You need food?” Dell asked.

“Jade’s already on it, Mom.”

Bessie snorted. They all knew Dell was about as un-mom-like as they came.

“I’m coming up,” Dell said. “So don’t bother locking me out. I’ve got a key.”

“I’m fine.”

“Don’t look like it,” Bessie said. “You’re bleeding through your sweatshirt.”

Adam entered the loft and shut the door harder than necessary. He strode directly to the small kitchenette at the far end,
where he poured Milo a big bowl of water and food. Then he headed to the bathroom, stripping as he went. He cranked on the
water, and while waiting for it to heat up, checked out the back of his shoulder in the quickly fogging mirror. He had a two-inch-long
gash that wasn’t going to kill him but definitely needed stitches.


Shit.

Rifling through the medicine cabinet didn’t yield much. He’d long ago tossed all the various meds the doctors had foisted on him after
Afghanistan: the anxiety pills, the anti-depression pills, the sleeping pills. He’d never wanted any of them, and seeing them
in the cabinet day in and day out had only made things worse.


All he had in there now was a bottle of aspirin and a razor. Since he’d never been one for slitting his own throat, he shook
two aspirin into his palm and then added two more. This was definitely a four-aspirin type of situation. Swallowing them dry,
he stepped into the shower and hissed out a breath as the water hit his abused body.


While scrubbing up, he found an assortment of other cuts and bruises. Deciding he’d suffered much, much worse, he let the
hot spray soothe him until the water cooled. He turned it off and heard the impatient knocking on the door.


Meddling Dell.

Adam grabbed a towel and his first-aid kit and left the bathroom. Milo had eaten and was curled up in the middle of Adam’s
bed. “Five minutes,” he warned the dog. “And then I’m taking over that whole thing.”


Milo cracked open a single eye but didn’t appear concerned. On duty, the dog was attentive and polite. Off duty, he was lazy
as hell.


Another knock. Milo just lay there, not a growl or even a heads-up. “No, don’t get up,” Adam said dryly. “I’ll get it.”

The yellow Lab rolled to his back, his head landing onto Adam’s pillow. All four legs in the air, he immediately began to
snore.


The knock came a third time, much harder and firmer now. “What the—” He reached for the door. “Since when do you knock—”

Not Dell.

The leggy blonde in front of him wore a pale blue down parka, painted-on jeans tucked into knee-high leather boots, and a tight frown.

Holly Reid, looking city hot and as untouchable as ever. It was her shield, that sophisticated New York air, and she was exceptionally
good at using it. Adam knew this. He expected this. Which in no way explained why his heart did a slow roll in his chest at
the sight of her. He thought of all the long nights he’d spent somewhere out in the middle of hell, not knowing if he’d make
it back alive, and how he’d often imagined a moment just like this to make it through.


Whenever he played that particular mental game with himself, it had always been Holly. He didn’t know the implications of
fantasizing about her and wasn’t sure he was up for knowing, anyway. “Let me guess,” he said, propping his good shoulder against
the doorjamb, casually crossing his arms. “Your daddy’s out of town and the two golden retriever puppies he’s fostering for
me are on your last nerve.”


She flushed at the reminder of the last time she’d shown up at Belle Haven, a wriggling puppy beneath each arm, her blue eyes
spitting fire. “Thing One and Thing Two are fine,” she said, and nudged him inside with a hand that, hello, had no wedding
ring on it, not that he was noticing, and entered his loft.


In those high-heel boots, she clicked her way across the wood floors to the wide wall of windows that overlooked the property,
which at the moment was nothing but dark looming shadows only hinting at the remote beauty beyond.


Pretty much like the woman in front of him.

She wasn’t particularly fond of him, and he couldn’t much argue with that. Adam wasn’t particularly fond of himself, either,
but whatever her reason for being here, it was pissing her off.


She turned and faced him then, and he realized she wasn’t angry at all.

She was scared.


Two
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Holly’s heart was pounding against her ribs, hard and way too fast. Her stomach hurt a little bit, too, but this might have been the
fast food she’d grabbed for lunch on the run. Or the fact that because of said fast food, her jeans were a little too tight.


Normally, she prided herself on being in control, but that control deserted her completely now that she stood toe-to-toe with
the tall, dark, and attitude-ridden Adam Connelly.


She’d faced him before, of course. Just last month she’d seen him here at Belle Haven, a memory burned in her brain. He’d
been outside in the yard surrounded by a pack of dogs all suited up in their S&R vests.


Adam had been training them off leash, putting them through their paces on an obstacle course. The animal center behind him
had been packed with dogs and cats and various other four-legged and not-so-four-legged creatures coming and going right past
the training session, and yet the S&R dogs’ attention never wavered from the calm, confident Adam.


He’d obviously built a relationship with each of them based on trust and respect, and Holly remembered exactly how he’d looked
working them in a pair of battered Levi’s, sweatshirt with the hood up against the cold, and five-o’clock shadow on his jaw.
He’d looked good. Too good.


Now he stood in front of her in nothing but a towel and a few water drops. Sweet baby Jesus, he was built. As a teenager,
he’d been lanky lean, almost too lean, though even back then the breadth of his shoulders had indicated he had more growing
to do.


He’d come into that promise. He’d filled out in all the right places, leaving his body as good as a body could get, born from
a life of outdoor, physical labor. Dark eyes, dark life.


Adam had been her first crush. Her first dance. Her first date. Her first kiss. Her first everything. And once upon a time
she’d loved the wild, adventure-seeking troublemaker with all her eighteen-year-old heart. She’d have done anything for him
and he’d known it.


He’d chosen to rip out her heart and stomp on it.

But that was in their past. She’d since grown up the hard way, and so had he. By all accounts, the military had beaten back
the wild, reckless part of him, molding him, leaving him guarded. Stoic. He wasn’t the same, and neither was Holly. She reminded
herself of that, even as her gaze drank in the sight of him.


Focus, she ordered herself. She wasn’t here for a walk down memory lane. She needed help. Needed it badly enough to come to him.


Unlike her, Adam didn’t appear unsettled by her presence, although he was the master of hiding his feelings so it was hard
to tell. He stood there quiet, calm, expression impassive, tracking her with that always-aware-of-his-surroundings air he
had.


A battle-ready soldier.

And the best tracker she knew. Actually, the only tracker she knew, other than her brother Griffin. But Grif was on the other side of the world, still in Afghanistan.

“I need your help,” she heard herself say, her voice not nearly as strong as she’d have liked.

Adam arched a brow. He didn’t like to waste words. She imagined that was what made him so good at what he did. He was pragmatic,
confident, and utterly irritating. “My dad’s missing,” she said. “He went hunting three days ago and didn’t return.”


He relaxed very slightly, making her wonder what he’d expected. “And . . . ?” he asked.

She knew what he was really asking. Her dad vanished all the time on hunting trips. In fact, he used the term hunting as an excuse to be alone—his favorite state—and everyone she’d approached in her worry had assured her that he was fine.
He’d always been fine. “I can’t explain it,” she said. “I just have a really bad feeling. And you’re the only one I know who
can track. Please,” she added, hating that it was Adam she was having to beg. “Something’s wrong, I know it.”


“Has something happened, did something change that would make this trip different from his others?”

Fair question. “Two days before he left, Deanna broke up with him,” she said. “I don’t know the details, but he was upset.”

“He’s got other women.”

Holly squelched a grimace. Her dad was a known womanizer. But this thing with Deanna had hit him hard. Her dad was a cowboy
at heart, a good old boy who’d never shown much in the way of emotion unless it was about his horse or dogs. He loved women,
too, and his family, of course, but he’d never been one for needing them around, not like his animals. “Yes, he has other
women,” she said, “but apparently Deanna was his favorite. We had dinner together and he wasn’t himself. He left the next
morning, taking his usual gear and the two dogs he’s fostering for you. They got into his ATV, so I know he was planning on
off-roading to wherever he was going. And then he didn’t come back.” She caught Adam’s slight head shake and hastened to go
on before he refused her like everyone else had. “I know, nothing unusual. But he’s rarely gone this long without at least
checking in, and we’ve heard nothing. Not a single radio or cell call, nothing.” The words rushed out of her in a worried
river, and embarrassed her. She’d managed to be cool and calm while talking to Red, her dad’s ranching manager, to Kel, to
her dad’s friends . . . everyone.


But now, with Adam, she was falling apart. She drew in a deep breath, willing herself to keep it together.

Adam studied her for a long beat. “Donald goes out all the time,” he finally said. “He’s been doing so for years. Is there
anything besides the Deanna thing that makes you think he’s in trouble?”


“This morning there was a board meeting, and he missed it. Didn’t even call in to check on how it went.”

Adam nodded. They both knew Donald loved business, all of it. He had great employees and wasn’t required for any day-to-day
action, but he kept up on everything. He’d turned sixty-five this year and still insisted on attending all the important meetings.
Just as he also insisted on riding the wildest of his horses, herding cattle, wining and dining too many women, four-wheeling
into the wilderness to go hunting . . .


Until last year, Holly had run the business side of things from New York. She’d grown up in New York under the watchful eyes
of her mother, who’d passed away five years ago, one of the many women Donald had gone through in his heyday. Holly had remained
on the East Coast, an arrangement that had worked well for everyone. She got her beloved freedom, and her dad got the same.


But then he’d pressured her to move to Sunshine, reminding her that he wasn’t getting any younger, and with Grif still overseas,
he wanted her—his only other family—nearby.


It had been a blatant manipulation of Holly’s emotions, but she’d come, anyway. Maybe because her personal life had been in the
toilet. Maybe because the memory of the one summer she’d spent here as a teen made her nostalgic for the last time she’d felt
truly happy.


“And there’s something else,” she told Adam. “Deanna called me looking for him as well. If she’s been calling him like she
says, he’d have answered.”


If he could . . .

Adam’s dark eyes never wavered from hers and she felt a most annoying pull of the same sexual magnetism that had always been
between them. His state of undress didn’t help, he was sex on a stick—not that she intended to go there. She didn’t. Not ever
again. She’d been burned by him, badly. And even a silly eighteen-year-old could learn not to play with fire—no matter how
attracted to it she still was.


“I feel like something’s happened to him,” she said, “and I need to find him before tomorrow night’s storm hits.”

“What did Kel say?” he asked. “Did you fill out a missing-persons report?”

“I tried, but everyone knows he takes these damn trips all year long, in worse conditions than we have right now. So no one’s
particularly concerned. This is just for me—I need to go out there and make sure.”


Adam turned his head and made a point of looking out the window.

Pitch-black, of course.

Again he met her gaze, his own ironic.

“I don’t care what time it is,” she said. She’d go by herself, except that it had been a long time since she’d roamed these
mountains during the day, much less at night. The Bitterroots were among the most gorgeous in the world, and also among the
most remote, isolated, and dangerous. There were miles and miles of land accessible only by foot. Not that she wasn’t capable,
but she was rusty. It would take her a lot longer than Adam to get to her dad’s favorite hunting haunts.


But asking for help was hard. She’d been taught to handle her own problems, thanks in large part to her mom, who’d spent her
life pretending everything was okay even when it wasn’t. Her brother had also had a hand in teaching her how to be tough.
So had her dad himself, Mr. Never Ask for Help.


And then there was the man who’d been the hardest on her of them all. The one in front of her who was now wearing nothing
but that low-riding towel and a few water drops sliding down the chiseled body that made her mouth dry up even as other parts
of her dampened.


“No one’s going out there tonight,” he said.

It was true that the wind had kicked up since she’d gathered her courage to come here, battering at the windows. It was also
true that only the craziest of the crazies would want to be out in this. “But—”


“No one, Holly.” His eyes never left hers as he stood there in that very still way he had. “Where do you think he went?”

She hated knowing that it wasn’t safe to go out now. That she’d have to wait until daylight to take action, but she did take
heart in this question because he wouldn’t ask if he wasn’t going to help, right? “He didn’t say.” And of course he hadn’t
left a note or a message. “But his favorite places are Diamond Ridge and Mount Eagle.”


“Diamond Ridge and Mount Eagle are twenty-five miles apart.”

“Yes,” she said, turning to stare out the window into the black night. “I’m going to start with Diamond Ridge—it’s slightly
closer. Mount Eagle has that deserted ranger station he likes to camp in, so that’s my second guess.”


“You remember how to get there?” Adam asked.

She craned her neck so her gaze met his. And held.

On that fateful long-ago summer, her dad had been busy. A lot. She’d been bored until she’d met the sexiest ranch hand she’d
ever known—Adam, working part-time on one of the Reid ranches. There’d been instant chemistry between them, made all the hotter
since her dad had forbidden her from dating any of his men.


So they’d kept it a secret. She, because she didn’t want her dad to kill him. And Adam, because . . . hell, who knew. Adam
tended to keep his own counsel. In any case, he’d taken her out on the mountain, to the deserted ranger station at Mount Eagle.
She’d been seated behind him on his dirt bike, hands clutched at his waist, legs straddling his lean hips, the power of the
engine rumbling up from beneath her. It had been a sensual, erotic, heady thrill of a ride, and once they’d gotten there,
he’d given her another sort of ride altogether.


To her eternal annoyance, the memory still rated as her top sexual experience. “I remember,” she said softly.

His gaze dipped down to her mouth, and she chewed on her lower lip to keep from saying more. She didn’t want to beg. Wouldn’t
beg.


Surely he knew that.

She’d only ever asked him for one thing. When his circumstances had changed and he’d gone into the military, she’d asked him
not to break up with her. Go if he must, but keep her in his heart.


He hadn’t.

He’d left without looking back: no letters, no contact, nothing.

He’d moved on, with shocking ease.

So she’d moved on as well, with the opposite of ease, foolishly getting sucked into a bad marriage with a bad-for-her man.
Just like her parents’ marriage, it had been a sham, a façade, and one hell of a hard-learned lesson. These days Holly no
longer ran with scissors or led with her heart.


Or let a man have power over her.

But as her father always said, Reids don’t quit. “So will you help me?” she asked.


“Where’s your husband?”

Not the question she’d expected, not from him. But not all that surprising. She’d kept her private life to herself—or more
accurately her lack of a private life—out of self-preservation. And in any case, thinking about Derek never failed to make her feel vulnerable
and stupid, and like a complete failure. “I’m no longer married,” she said. The rest was on a need-to-know basis, and as far
as she was concerned, no one needed to know. Especially not Adam.


He studied her thoughtfully. “So why does everyone here, including your father and brother, think you are?”

Adam was still tight with her dad, and Grif as well. “I don’t know,” she said. A lie, because she did know. It was pride,
of course. Hers. She’d come from a fractured family, had been asked to choose between her parents, but never really getting
either of them.


Then Grif had left as well.

And then Adam.

The lesson learned had been clear—any sense of happiness, family, and security was an illusion. Heartbroken, she’d gone back
to New York for college, where she’d kept to herself for a year. Then she’d met a man. Her professor. Derek had been romantic
and nice and kind. He’d been gentle and . . . beta—a complete change from all the alphas who had always been in her life.
He’d sucked her in with that slow charm and sensitivity. God, how she hated remembering how easy of a mark she’d been. A lonely,
scared, vulnerable college girl, looking for love. Derek had dazzled her, completely, and even more so when both her dad and
Grif had tried to tell her that she was being played. The three Reids had one thing in common—they were stubborn to the end.
So of course they’d battled, and her dad and Grif had pushed Holly hard.


Holly had pushed back, being young and stupid enough to marry Derek at nineteen, giving him all she had, including her already trampled
on heart. She’d settled in for her happily-ever-after, but that hadn’t been the ending she’d gotten. Derek had indeed played
her with his quiet, passive-aggressive ways, so completely it had taken her taken several years to realize her dad and Grif
had been right about him.


She hadn’t been the only student in her professor’s life.

Crushed, embarrassed, and completely ashamed—especially at how long she’d been fooled—she’d never told her dad or Grif that
they’d separated. Pride before the fall and all that. For a long time she hadn’t even filed for divorce because she’d never
intended to get married again. It had suited her, being free but not available.


She could only assume Derek enjoyed the pretense of being married as well, because he hadn’t made a move to divorce her, either.

But then a year ago she’d come back to Sunshine for her dad. And in doing so, she had decided to learn to live in the moment
and not just pretend everything was okay like her mom had always done. She wanted to take full control of her own life, and
be happy. Her way. So she’d filed for that long-overdue divorce, certain that after all this time Derek would agree to it.


He hadn’t.

She’d been forced to go to court, which had been a very unpleasant experience. Derek had fought her and then hadn’t even bothered
to show up for their court date. Twice. Finally, just last week, the judge had agreed to sign off on the case without him,
and, as far as she was concerned, the deal was as good as done.


And Holly was over faking her happiness.

Adam was still just watching her. She had no idea what it was about his melting-chocolate eyes, but they had a way of looking
at her, as if he could see all the way inside, past her walls, past her guard, past everything, to where her real thoughts and feelings were laid bare.


It was disconcerting.

Terrifying.

Arousing.

“My past isn’t up for discussion,” she said. “It’s . . . complicated.”

The very hint of a smile curved his lips. “And what with you isn’t?”

She was pretty sure that wasn’t a compliment, but she didn’t want to go there. To give herself a moment, she walked the length
of the loft. He hadn’t lit a fire, and the place was chilly. Framed pictures sat on the mantel. Adam with a search dog on
either side of him. Another with a handful of guys on a cliff in full combat gear looking into the camera with varying degrees
of stoic strength and camaraderie.


But it was the last picture that grabbed her by the throat. It was small, the photo itself a little wrinkled, as if maybe
it had spent time in a wallet before making its way to a frame. It was Adam circa his Troubled Years, wearing loose, low-slung
jeans and down jacket, hood up. No smile, dark glasses in place, hiding the eyes already old beyond his years. He had his
arm slung around a girl.


Her.

She ran a finger over the frame and asked the question she didn’t know she’d been holding on to. “So, how is it that you ended
up in Sunshine again when you told me you wouldn’t ever be back?”



Three
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Holly held her breath for Adam’s answer, but he ignored the question and headed toward the far end of the loft, and the tall dresser
standing there.


“You’re right about the weather going to hell,” he said. “It’s all over the news.”

“Which is why we need to find my dad quickly,” she said.

He shook his head. “There’s no we.”

Disappointment rolled over her like a wave. So he wasn’t going to help. “Okay,” she said, having no idea why she was surprised.
“I’ll go alone. It’s not like it’s the first time someone’s walked away when I needed them.”
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