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CHAPTER 1


Victoria

 

I poke my head out of the jet’s passenger door and take my first look around. I hope our pilot landed in the right spot, since this is where I plan to make my dreams come true. Right here in the middle of Bumfuck, Nevada. 

I carefully step out. I do everything carefully, precisely. In my line of work, if I’m not paying close attention to the details, I don’t succeed. If I don’t succeed, my company doesn’t succeed. And then I don’t get what I want. 

And what I want—more than anything else—is to make this deal, make my father proud, and make partner. 

I take a moment to look around. San Diego it’s not. 

This airport, if it can even be called that, is a dusty postage-stamp-size place with no more than a shack of a terminal and a handful of hangars to park planes. But I’m impressed that they have any kind of airport at all. If “nowhere” was pinned on a map, this would be it. 

From the air, I tried to pick out Yosemite Ranch but got lost by the vast expanse of desert, the endless miles of grazing lands, gorges, thick forests, and enormous mountains. Now that I’m on the ground, I decide that it’s actually quite pretty, in a rough and dangerous way. Just not my cup of tea. 

One of the pilots takes my hand. He helps me down the steps that lead from the corporate jet to the tarmac. The instant my five-inch heels contact the cracked surface, a gust of dry wind nearly knocks me over. I have to sidestep to regain my balance. Another gust slaps my long hair into my face. It gets stuck in my lipstick.

Dammit. I can’t walk into an important meeting looking like The Joker from Batman. I have no choice but to become one of those women, fixing my lipstick in public. I can’t stand those women.

I’m the kind of woman who’s always put together, calm and in control. I’m the proverbial swan who glides along the surface of a still pond, elegant and poised to the observer while her feet churn as fast as they can under the surface. Always under the surface.

Don’t sweat, Victoria—it attracts the sharks. 

That’s what my father told me when I was eight years old, and he is a man who practices what he preaches. Never once have I seen him sweat. In fact, I’ve watched him morph into the biggest stone-cold shark in the tank, taking Renaissance Empowered from a small, family-run commercial developer to a multi-billion-dollar private equity powerhouse.

I’ve always looked up to him. I’ve always wanted to be like him.

I repair the lip smear with the camera on my mobile phone, then toss it back into my Birken bag. I slip on my sunglasses. I take a step away from the plane and my heel gets stuck in a crack in the asphalt. It may be broken.

I don’t need this crap. I’ve been on the ground exactly thirty seconds and already I’m falling apart. I hope it’s not some sort of omen, a warning of complications to come. 

I don’t like complications. 

I brought several pairs of shoes, of course, and if the heel is broken I can change into a different pair. But I prefer not to deviate from my schedule if at all possible. I’m on a mission. The man I’m here to see holds my future in his hands. If he signs on the dotted line, he’ll pave my path to partnership.

I kick my foot up behind me, then twist to inspect the heel for damage. 

They better not be ruined. I love these damned things. They’re from this year’s Prada Spring collection. Dainty and feminine, a perfect shade of black that almost spills into gray, a blend of shiny and matte. The slender five-inch heel ends at a tiny tip. My foot is held in place with two thin strips of leather, one at the ankle and one over the toes.

It’s a shoe that works everywhere and for every occasion. It’s a shoe that can either say I’m a ruthless career bitch or I’m Snow White with a side of vixen.

These shoes are a strategic choice. Same for my suit. Makeup. Hair. Jewelry. And the carefully worded pitch that’s sure to dazzle. 

I may be polished on the outside, but inside I’m ready for battle.

I set my foot down and bend forward to get a closer look. Miraculously, the heel is intact, and the leather is unscathed. Prada makes a damned fine pair of shoes. I make a mental note to buy everything in their next collection. 

With my footwear inspection over, I dust myself off and straighten. Suddenly, I feel goose bumps at the nape of my neck.

I’m being watched.

I spin around. I see him. I slide my sunglasses down to the tip of my nose to get a better look. He’s standing in an open hangar with three other men and a child. He’s big, broad, and brooding. His gaze bores into me.

Rough.

Dangerous. 

I shove my sunglasses into place and tell myself that I don’t have time to ogle attractive ranch hands. Even if this one is the stuff fantasies are made of. 

“Let’s go.” Both pilots fall in line behind me, rolling my bags toward what must be the terminal. 

 



CHAPTER 2


Cal

 

I glance down at my brother as he zips his daughter’s coat. I can’t help it. I can’t let the moment get past me. It’s just too damn good.

Because my brother’s wearing a tiara.

“I’m not sure the in-flight headset is gonna fit over that, Finn. Just saying.” 

He looks up at me, his deadly expression conveying a silent warning: One more word about my fucking tiara and I’ll kick your ass. 

Finn double-checks that his daughter, Jasmine, is all zipped up. My niece’s jacket matches her pink sneakers. Her sneakers match her pink shorts, top, backpack, and hair barrettes. Even her socks are pink. 

But today, for some reason, she’s insisted it’s her daddy’s turn to wear the pink rhinestone crown.

In the years since Jasmine was born, Yosemite Ranch has seen more pink than in all the days since its 1865 founding. This little girl is a sparkle of femininity in a sea of testosterone, and she has all six of us MacLaine men wrapped around her little finger. 

We’re good with that. 

Jasmine turns to me, her pale-blue eyes huge. “We’re going in the helicopter, Uncle Cal! We’re flying to Cisco! It’s in California, and there’s a horse there that Daddy might buy!” 

“I know, Pinkie.” I reach down and tuck a curl behind a little ear. “You look pretty excited about it.” 

She nods, bouncing on her tiptoes. 

Finn stands, brushes off his jeans, and looks around for Declan. “Need a hand with anything?” he shouts out.

“Negative!” Our second-youngest brother, Declan, rounds the rear of the Bell Long Ranger helo, clipboard in hand. “Preflight is complete. We’re fueled up and ready to rock and roll.” He stops in his tracks, raises an eyebrow at Finn, and smirks. “’Sup, Princessprincess?” 

Finn still isn’t amused. 

“Hey!” Jasmine yells out, pointing to the sky. “Whose plane is that?” 

All of us turn to watch a sleek private jet approach the narrow landing strip of the Twenty Mile Municipal Airpark, which is not exactly a destination for corporate jetsetters. In fact, if it weren’t for the ranch and our StellaR Tech business, the only things flying around here would be sweat bees and damselflies. 

“Expecting anyone?” Declan asks. 

“Nope,” I say. 

“Not me,” Finn says. 

“Me neither!” Jasmine adds. 

The four of us make our way across the near-empty hangar, a cavernous Quonset hut that always reminds me of an old aluminum can half buried in the dirt. Our footsteps echo as we walk through and exit the other side, just as the jet comes to a stop on the tarmac.

Declan whistles. “Sweet ride. That’s a Gulfstream 550. Maybe the Kardashians are finally here, ready to force me to serve as their own personal—”

“Watch it,” Finn stops him before he can say anything off-color around Jasmine. 

I finish Declan’s sentence for him. “Personal aviation mechanic?” Finn and I laugh. 

Then I stop laughing.

Because the most spectacular woman I’ve ever seen in my damn life emerges from the cabin door and makes her way down the stairs. A pilot assists her, like she’s the queen or something. Her slender hand slides along the railing as her ridiculously high heels click on each of the steel steps, hips swinging with every movement. 

Click. 

Click. 

Click.

Day-umm. 

I feel my jaw unhinge.

The questions crash around inside my poor overstimulated brain, each one fighting to get to the top of the list. 

Who is she? 

That long red hair can’t be her natural color, right? 

How did she shove that total smoke show of a body into such a tight little business suit? 

And what the absolute hell is she doing here, two miles outside of downtown beautiful Sweetbriar, Nevada?

I take a gulp of air. 

“The Municipal Airpark has officially received an upgrade,” Declan says. 

“You got that right,” Finn agrees.

I don’t say anything. I can’t. She’s on the ground now. She takes out her phone to fix her lipstick.

I can’t stand those women, the kind that touch up their lipstick in public.

Next, she tosses her phone into a very expensive-looking leather bag, hooks it onto a shoulder, and kicks back a heel. She reaches around, trying to adjust something with her shoe. 

How fucking long are those legs? 

The shoe returns to the ground, but it looks like whatever issue she’s having hasn’t been addressed, so she bends forward.

Oh, come on. Really? She needs to bend over like that? In the way that reveals perfect handfuls of hip, ass, and upper thigh?

“You good?” Finn arrives at my side.

“Huh?”

“I asked if you’re good.”

“Of course I am. When am I not?”

The woman straightens. Tosses back her hair. And then she slides those mirrored black sunglasses halfway down her pretty little nose and our eyes lock. 

I suck air between my teeth. 

She pushes the sunglasses back into place and pivots. She walks—no, that’s not walking. That’s something else entirely. She’s strutting like a cat to the airport office, rolling her hips, somehow staying upright in those dumbass heels while the two slobbering pilots march behind her, in charge of her luggage. 

I’m a very smart man. I’ve been all over the world and I speak three languages. I was a lieutenant in the Navy and led a sixteen-man SEAL team. To top it off, I have a degree in computational physics from the Naval Academy. And I still don’t know how this woman hasn’t face-planted into the tarmac in those shoes. 

A little voice manages to bring me back from the brink. 

“Who is that pretty lady, Daddy? How does she even walk in those shoes?” 

“Well…”

Declan arrives at my other side. “Uncle Cal thinks she walks just fine in those shoes. Isn’t that right, Uncle Cal?”

“Super fine,” I hear myself mumble. 

Declan slaps me on the back. “All right-eee. If we don’t head out soon, I’ll have to file a new flight plan. Everyone ready?” 

A few minutes later, I give Jasmine one last hug for the road and lift her up to the chopper and into her dad’s arms. I watch as Finn buckles her in, checks to ensure the harness is snug, and places the headset over her ears. As always, it’s a joy to see what a good dad my brother has become. But that always comes with a twinge of heartache, because I have to watch him do it without Amy, Jasmine’s mom. 

No doubt about it. We MacLaines have had our share of loss. For me, it’s always there at the edges, reminding me how precious it all is and how it’s my job, as the eldest son, to watch over the family.

It’s an honor. I wouldn’t have it any other way.

Declan gives me a thumbs-up and a big smile. I jog backward toward the hangar and wave goodbye. It isn’t long before I see the helicopter rise, bank, and head northwest toward the mountains.

 



CHAPTER 3


Victoria

 

It takes about five seconds to walk in one door of the building and out the other side. I tell the pilots that I’m good, that my car is picking me up from here, and that they can head back. 

“Enjoy your stay, Miss Backlund,” one of them says.

Just then, my phone rings. 

“You’ve landed right on time, I see.” If anyone loves a schedule as much as me, it’s my assistant, Millicent. Now, this woman sweats. All the time. Over every little thing. Metaphorically speaking, anyway. 

“I’m here. Just waiting for the car. Standing out on the front sidewalk of the airport.” 

“Let me check on the car service. Call you right back.” 

I picture her now at her desk outside my office. Her wild curly hair standing on end, a speck of lip gloss on her teeth, wearing the running shoes that help her speed through the hallways. She always tells me she loves being an assistant, loves working for me, and doesn’t mind the long hours. 

That’s why I hired her. She’s single. Has no social life. Her phone is always powered on, and she’s ready to go to work any time, day or night.

Just like me.

I cross my arms over my chest and tap the toe of my shoe on the sidewalk. The car should be here by now. But if I have to wait, I may as well review my notes again, so I pull up the document on my phone.

I need to meet with the father, James MacLaine, not one of the sons. The offer will be more readily accepted by the less-worldly father, who’s responsible for their mess in the first place. 

The target is part of the MacLaine holdings. Yosemite Ranch is one of the biggest cattle operations in the entire state of Nevada. The family has owned it since the Civil War, and over time it’s grown to a thousand square miles, the size of a small country. And even though there’s been a recent influx of cash, my guess is it’s the result of a high-interest loan that the MacLaines have no ability to repay. 

The piece of land I’m here to acquire is called Sulfur Springs, a barren spot about a half-hour drive from Jamie MacLaine’s ranch house. He can’t possibly need it for much. Once we acquire it, he’ll be far enough away that he won’t even know we’re there. 

It makes good sense for him to sell. Why would a man rounding the corner to Social Security keep working his fingers to the bone if he doesn’t have to? 

I’ve been preparing for this moment for months, so none of this information is new to me. But a little extra preparation never hurts. Besides, the situation with my lipstick and heel has me feeling a bit off balance. Not to mention that man.

That. Man. 

No time for fantasy cowpokes. There’s nothing to do now but summon all the patience I can and continue to wait. 

I glance around the dump of an unpaved parking lot. I see a couple of ramshackle trucks nearby, but there’s nothing that looks like a car for hire. No black SUVs, limos, or even a Toyota Camry.

I’m about to lose it. Nothing is going right when everything should be going perfectly. I am on the cusp of making partner at Renaissance Empowered. Nothing is supposed to get in the way of that.

I take a deep breath. I don’t normally let mishaps, setbacks, and complications get me upset or leave me discombobulated.

But I’m so freakin’ discombobulated!

I blame it on the rough and dangerous hunk who stared at me from the hangar. I might have been too far away to have seen clearly, but I swear he had beautiful violet eyes. Not blue. Not brown or green or gold. Violet, as in the Elizabeth Taylor kind of violet. 

Yes, all three of the men in the hangar were quite tall and muscular, but my attention didn’t go to the other men. I was drawn to that man in particular. He was exceptionally handsome, dark, and brooding, with a serious jawline, thick black hair, and a wide mouth. His expression was too intense to be considered friendly. 

He threw me off guard.

And here I am, ten minutes later, still thrown off guard. As I wait and wait and wait for a nonexistent driver.

Ridiculous.

It’s all totally ridiculous. 

I’ve never let a man get me in this state before. I’ve had my share of men in my twenty-eight years, but one quick glance never sent me reeling like this. And plenty of them had beautiful eyes. In fact, most of them did.

But not gorgeous violet eyes.

Since I’m of no use to anyone at the moment and appear to be stranded at this airport, I allow my mind to wander. I imagine my fingers running through that black hair, tugging on it as he makes love to me. Who am I kidding? There’s no making love with a man like that. He’s all animal instinct. Being with him would put my cardio fitness to the test.

But that’s okay. I wouldn’t mind the challenge. I’ve been a runner since boarding school. My lung capacity is off the charts. 

I wonder who he is. Obviously a cowhand, by the way he was dressed. He was wearing a pair of jeans, cowboy boots, and a tattered plaid shirt with rolled-up cuffs and a frayed collar.

I gnaw on my lower lip. I’m not beyond slumming, but I’ve never been even remotely attracted to the cowboy type. A lot of women love that look, but I’m more of a suit-and-tie girl myself. But I bet he’d make a very good ride. 

Ride ‘em, cowboy.

Enough of the fantasy cowpoke. I take a deep breath and think about the reason I’m here. For my job. But how am I supposed to do my job if no one ever comes to pick me up? I hate waiting. Waiting is not one of my strengths. 

Millicent calls me back. She’s trying her best to track down the car company she hired but is only getting their voicemail. 

This is not acceptable. She apologizes profusely, asking if she has my permission to leave my mobile number with the company so they can contact me directly. I say yes, but really, I’m about ready to scream. And it feels like all the moisture is being sucked from my skin.

I should be on my way to my meeting by now. I should be in the car. A driver should be taking me to Yosemite Ranch. And yet none of those things are happening. 

I dig out my phone and call Millicent, even though we hung up barely a minute ago. I don’t know how she puts up with me. But she answers at the first ring, just like she always does.

“I’m so sorry, Victoria! I still can’t reach anyone!” 

“Well then, what are my options? Oh, and by the way, please book me a facial as soon as I get back. It’s dry as day-old toast out here.” 

“On it! And as far as options go, I’m working on getting a rental car delivered to you in Sweetbriar. I’m on hold right now.” 

“All right. Call me back.” 

Three minutes later, an unknown Nevada telephone number calls me. I answer, and it’s an elderly woman who sounds out of breath. She tells me that her name is Elsie and that her great-grandson Clem can’t pick me up because his wife is in the hospital.

“Sorry to hear that. Please send another driver right away.” 

“He’s my only driver.” 

My left eyelid twitches. “You’re a car service with one driver?” 

“And one car.” 

I can’t help but laugh. What kind of hell have I found myself in? 

“It’s because his wife is in labor. She’s a little bit early. They think it’s a girl. It’s their first, so everyone is very excited.” 

Except for me. I’m not excited.

“Someone giving birth is not my problem,” I say. “What is my problem, however, is the fact that I’ve paid in advance—I’ve paid a lot in advance for this service.” 

The older woman laughs. “That’s a funny one. I’ve never heard of someone paying us in advance. We have enough trouble getting any payment at all. I’ll let Clem know you’re waiting. As soon as that baby gets here, I’m sure he’ll be on his way.” 

The line goes dead.

I stare at my phone. I can’t believe this. I’ve been sent out on countless acquisition trips, but this one has been the biggest dumpster fire by far, and I haven’t even started with the acquisition part yet! What’s wrong with people these days? What’s wrong with the people here? Isn’t anyone a professional anymore? Does anyone know how to act in a business world?

My phone rings. It’s Millicent. 

“I’m sorry, Victoria. The rental company refuses to drive anyone out there. They say it’s too far.” 

I lose it. I feel horrible for yelling at Millicent. It’s not her fault all this has happened, but holy shit! How am I going to get where I need to be when I’m surrounded by nothingness? It’s not like I can walk!

What else will go wrong?

 



CHAPTER 4


Cal

 

I hoof it back through the hangar and head to my Jeep. Yeah, of course, I look for the bombshell in a business suit when I get to the terminal, but she’s not there. I figure she’s already on her way to wherever she was headed. Too bad.

I exit the double doors with my eyes on the gravel lot where I parked. 

And whad’ya know? There she is.

Her back is to me, her tall, slim frame surrounded by three large pieces of designer luggage—Louis Vuitton or Burberry or Prada or Versace or whatever the fuck it is people choose to waste their money on these days. 

“What?” Her voice is high and shrill, and she stomps her foot onto the front sidewalk. “What do you mean they can’t get a car here? But Millicent, we… but I… I’m standing here looking around and all I see are mountains and desert and forest! Do you suggest I walk there? I need a car and a driver! I need a ride!”

I review the checklist in my head. 

Do I have a car? 

I do.

Can I drive it? 

I can.

Which means I’m exactly what this woman wants and needs.

It’s a real good day to be Cal MacLaine.

“May I be of service, ma’am?” 

 



CHAPTER 5


Victoria

 

I spin around and come face-to-face with the violet-eyed cowboy. I feel myself blush. I haven’t blushed since the eighth grade. Because he’s even better looking up close. I’m not sure how that’s possible.

His voice is impossibly deep, velvet smooth with a hint of a country lilt. I think of a million dirty responses about how he could be of service. Somehow I maintain my composure and don’t mention all the ways I’d like him to service me—and how I imagine servicing him. Instead, I think about the deal I’m here to do and about my hard-won career, what I’ve worked for since I got out of school. I decide to focus on what I definitely need, not what I might desire.

“You scared me. You shouldn’t sneak up on people like that. If you’re with the car service, could you please load up my bags?” 

He doesn’t smile. His chiseled jaw moves slightly, and he squints at me, as if he’s trying to see me but can’t quite get a clear picture. “I’m not with a service, but I do have a car, and I can take you where you want to go.”

This response takes me by surprise. It’s delivered matter-of-factly but also imbued with a sincere politeness. I take a step back. 

Here comes the discombobulation again. 

“Uh.” I need to pull myself together. “I’m not in the habit of getting in a car with strangers.” I blink at him, doing my best to ignore the fact that I’m thinking how much I’d love to get in the car with him. I remind myself that there are psychopaths everywhere, not just in the big city, and a trip into the remote wilderness could be the last ride I ever take. 

I hear the news anchor in my head: Coming up after the break, the violet-eyed cowboy looked like a dreamboat, but the visitor found herself roped and tied and living in a nightmare… 

“Nobody’s a stranger around here.”

That voice is as reassuring as it is deep. For a second, I imagine his singing voice might fall somewhere between Usher and Bing Crosby, smooth enough to charm a girl right out of her panties. 

“Everyone knows everyone here, and I bet we’ll know each other too by the time I get you to your destination.” 

I scan his face, looking for a sign that he’s being sarcastic or even flirting. But his expression is blank—pleasant enough but revealing nothing. I can’t decide what this man’s deal is. Is he a sociopath? Or just a simple, hard-working man? 

Either way, he’s wrong. There are strangers here. Because to me, he’s very strange.

I’ve never met a man quite like him. 

He takes a step towards me. His gaze latches on to mine, fixed and unflinching. I gasp. His eyes are so intense I have to look away. 

 



CHAPTER 6


Cal

 

She clutches her phone to her chest like it’s a life raft. I hope I’m not coming off as intimidating. I don’t mean to.

But she covers her anxiety with a lift of her chin and a shake of her head. “I’m sure my car will be here any minute.” 

I can see that she’s skittish. High-strung. And stubborn. 

The ranch is full of that kind of female, even if they are Appaloosas and Paints and Quarter Horses. 

This one, though… I can already tell she’s a Thoroughbred. Silky and hot-blooded.

But she’s still considering my offer. She purses her mouth as she thinks, and a small divot forms between her brows. She’s not wearing her movie-star sunglasses now, and I’m getting a good look at her eyes for the first time. They’re a sexy shade of green, as dusky as an angry sea under stormy skies. Unpredictable and maybe a bit perilous.

Luckily, I have lots of experience with that sort of thing. 

Her phone rings. She answers, listens for a moment, and says, “Thank you for trying. I’ll call you back.” She shoves her phone into her bag, places a hand on her hip, and gives me a once-over. 

She’s trying to hide it, but I can tell she likes what she sees. 

It’s mutual.

Ms. Businesswoman is a whole lot of hot in that suit. It looks custom-made, some kind of fine lightweight wool. The jacket is fitted against her waist, and the skirt is straight, short, and tight, not leaving much to the imagination. I can see her flat belly and firm thighs.

That suit is expensive. Like the luggage, the haircut, the makeup, and those fucking shoes.

I let my eyes travel down her body to her feet, doing my best to hide my grin. Those heels are pencil-thin and look to be about five inches high. I see her cute little pink toes peeking out the front. 

The shoes arch her back, push out her breasts, and lift that ass in the most appealing way possible. 

I think I remember hearing that it was a man who came up with the concept of women’s stilettos, and my hat’s off to the bastard. He knew what he was doing. I rake my gaze up the front of her body until we’re eye to eye again. 

We stand like that for a moment, sizing each other up. She crosses her arms under those spectacular tits, and once again, I can’t fathom what business a woman this fucking beautiful has out here at the foothills of the Sierra Nevadas. 

It makes absolutely no sense.

“If you still need that ride, I’m happy to help.” 

One of her eyebrows arches. “How do you even know I need a ride?”

“Because I heard you say that you did.” 

“Do you make a habit of listening in on private phone calls?”

I start to chuckle but realize that maybe her sense of humor isn’t as finely crafted as her thighs. I stifle the laugh. “No, ma’am,” I say. “In my defense, you were quite loud. Plus, the airpark is public property.” 

Well, maybe not. After securing the StellaR Tech contract with Naval Intelligence last year, my brothers and I bought the airpark from the county. We handle the maintenance and carry the insurance, but leave it open for public use. 

“Hmm,” she says, arms still tight under her breasts. But then she does the damnedest thing—she lets the tip of her little pink tongue slide along her bottom lip, leaving a wet streak on that plump flesh. 

And just like that, I wonder if maybe I’m in over my head. I want to grab her and kiss her, though I’m too much a gentleman for something like that. But my dick has a mind of its own, and I force myself to think of our next round of contract negotiations to get it to behave. 

I've never seen a woman quite like her. Sure, there are plenty of beautiful and brilliant women in the Navy, and I admit I enjoyed the sight of a shapely officer in her dress blues as much as the next man. I dated a few of them over the years, in fact. Maybe even had a relationship or two along the way. And I’ve certainly met women in business who were beautiful and sharp. 

But there's something about this woman that I've never encountered before. I'm not quite sure what it is. Maybe it’s that expensive hard shell that can’t hide the hint of sweet softness underneath. It makes itself known with all that gorgeous red hair—all natural, I can now see—those green eyes, and that delicate, feminine face. And that body…

Contract negotiations! 

“I’ll take you where you want to go today, and maybe from there you can find another driver for the duration of your stay.”

She sighs, irritated. “But the older lady said—"

“Elsie?” 

“I think that’s her name. You know her?” 

“Of course.” 

“Well, she told me that the only driver she has—”

“Clem.” 

“Right.” She rolls her eyes. “Anyway, she says Clem’s wife is in labor and she has no idea—” 

“Angel’s in labor? That’s wonderful news. It’s their first.” 

The woman blinks, like she’s struggling to be polite. “So I was asking my assistant to see about getting a rental car delivered here from Carson City, and that’s when you snuck up behind me and nearly gave me a heart attack.” 

She’s a drama queen. Of course she is.

“Well, I am leaving now. I have a vehicle, right there in the lot.” 

She pulls her lips tight. 

“Scout’s honor, I'll stay on my side of the car and give you your space.” I offer her a polite smile. I don’t blame her for being cautious. Every woman should be. She has no way of knowing this, but I’m the kind who keeps people from harm, not the other way around. Turning my back on a stranded traveler isn’t even an option. “I’ll carry your bags.” I glance at the three giant suitcases and wonder if she’s moving to Sweetbriar. “If I can lift them.”

She sighs. She’s got to know I’m joking. No one would look at me and think I was a wimp. I'm six-foot-four and a solid 230 pounds. 

She surveys the parking lot, peering at the beater Ford Super Duty pickup. The beast belongs to Winslow, who runs the airpark office. She frowns. “It’s not like I have a lot of options, so I guess this will have to do.” 

She heads off to the truck and I follow behind, one hard-sided, Volkswagen-sized suitcase under an arm and the others rolling behind me. I get a nice view of her ass as she navigates the uneven gravel, and I feel like a real jerk for not correcting her as she pulls open the passenger door of the pickup, rusted hinges squeaking. 

I walk past the truck toward my Jeep.

“Hey! Where are you going?” 

I pull the key fob from my pocket and open the back of my shiny new Jeep Rubicon, then shove her suitcases inside. I hear the gravel crunch behind me. 

“What was that—a test? You wanted to see if I’m a snob? Just for assuming a cowboy like you would drive a truck like that?” 

“No, ma’am.” I walk past her and pull open the passenger door, suddenly aware of how good she smells. “Here you go.”

She blinks in surprise. “Well, thank you.” 

“What? You assumed a cowboy like me wouldn’t know how to open a door for a lady?” 

She shakes her head in annoyance and reaches for the grab handle. She tries to bend her knee and get a foot on the threshold, but that skirt is way too tight to allow that kind of movement. She attempts it again, and I got to give her credit for that. I watch her expression change as she understands how the laws of physics leave her only one option: if she wants to bend her knee, she’ll have to yank her skirt up to her bikini line. 

“Shit,” she hisses. 

As much as I would enjoy a glimpse at those upper thighs, I decide to take matters into my own hands. Literally. I grab her around the waist and lift her straight off the ground, feeling her wriggle in protest and slap at my hands. 

“Put me down!” 

“You got it.” I let her plop down in the bucket seat. I watch as she tugs at her skirt and pulls her long, long legs inside. “Buckle up,” I say, then shut the door. 

I walk around the back of the Jeep, knowing I’ve made a mistake. She feels too damn good in my hands. She smells too damn good. She’s too damn beautiful. I sure as hell hope this will be a quick errand. 

I’m having more fun than I should playing the country cowpoke to her big-city business lady. Especially since I have no idea why she’s here. 

 



CHAPTER 7


Cal

 

“You good?” I look over and see that she’s sitting with her back straight and her chin high as she stares straight ahead. 

“Fabulous. You?” 

I chuckle softly as I pull up to the stop sign. “I am doing mighty fine, ma’am, thank you. Where are we headed?”

She has a glamorous profile, with striking bone structure, though it’s obvious she’s angry with me. 

Maybe she has a right to be. 

She pulls her phone from her bag and swipes up and down a few times. “I’d like to go into the town of Sweetbriar first, please. I want to get settled before I head to my meeting. Hopefully, I’ll have a car by then.” 

“So, you have an appointment out of town?” 

She turns her head to look out the passenger side window and doesn’t answer.

This is one tightly wound woman. 

We’re silent most of the fifteen-minute drive to town. I figure I’ve had enough fun for one day and decide to cut her some slack. She's clearly out of her element, and things haven’t gone to plan for her on this trip. She texts back and forth with someone, but only when the signal is strong enough. Eventually, she gets frustrated and throws her phone into her bag.

I notice that she’s suddenly gazing out the window in earnest. “Oh,” she says, her voice brighter than I’ve heard it up till now. “Wow. It’s really pretty around here.” 

“It is.” 

I'm the first to admit that the MacLaines picked a spectacular part of the country to settle in 1865, and I'm proud our family has managed to hang on to it ever since. That’s saying something too, since Dad’s come close to losing it on several occasions since Mom died. If it weren’t for my brilliant brothers and the inventions that led to StellaR Tech, the ranch would be in foreclosure, no question about it.

She looks at me, puzzled. “It's spectacular, really. I mean, I don't know exactly what I expected, but I thought it was almost all desert here.” 

“There's plenty of that,” I tell her, taking a left onto the state highway that leads to town. “But in addition to the high desert, we’ve got a couple different rivers and several lakes. We've got rocky mountains, meadows and grasslands, and high-elevation alpine forest. It’s as diverse as it is beautiful.”

“Hmm,” she says. 

When I pull onto Main Street, I wonder what the town looks like to her, someone who’s never been here before. The word “town” may be a misnomer. Sweetbriar was never much to look at, even in its Gold Rush prime, and these days it’s a skeleton of its former self. There's a five and dime, a hardware store, a car repair shop, two diners, a few bars, and several churches. That’s about it. 

“Anywhere in particular?” I ask.

Her eyes widen as she looks around. “The Sweetbriar Hotel. It’s supposed to be on Main Street. But this can’t be Main Street, right?” 

“It can and it is.” I put on my signal and do a U-turn, then pull up to the curb. “Here we are.” 

The giant vinyl tarp that’s draped across the front of the three-story building also covers the sidewalk. It snaps in the light breeze. 

“What the hell is this?” She rolls her window all the way down and cranes her neck to get a good look. 

“That’s the hotel under a termite tent. This is dry country.”

“Termites?” When she ducks back inside the Jeep, her eyes look like they’re going to pop from her face. 

I don’t laugh, though it takes some effort. I point to the bright yellow sign taped to the tarp. “Says it’s closed for pest treatment.” 

Her mouth falls open, then snaps shut. “Are you kidding me?” 

I shake my head, glad that I didn’t have much on my schedule today, since this is becoming far more than a friendly ride to town. 

“Fine.” She regroups. “Then you’re just going to have to take me to another hotel.” 

I tilt my head, starting to feel a bit sorry for her. “The next closest hotel is about ninety miles away in Carson City.” 

“What?” Her face flushes red with impatience. She is fucking pissed off. Clearly, my traveling companion is a woman who is used to having things go her way. She gets what she wants when she wants it, and in just the way she prefers to get it. 

Her arms cross tight over her chest. She crosses her legs at the knee with force enough to cut off her circulation.

“Hey,” I say. “It’s all good. And I just now realized I haven’t introduced myself properly—my name is Cal.” 

She swivels her neck and glares at me. “Victoria,” she says, that little crinkle appearing between her brows again. 

“Where to next, Victoria?”

She shakes her head, her lips tight. She might be on the verge of tears, which is something I’d rather not deal with. 

“I have an idea. It’s a beautiful day.” I unlatch the roof locks and tap on the Jeep’s power top-down button. It whirs as it folds down the roof, then clicks it into place over the trunk. She peers at me, like she’s trying to figure me out. “But only if you don’t mind getting your hair a little messy.” 

“I don’t mind.” 

I pull away from the curb and head back to the state highway. True, I’d rather have a destination plugged into my navigation screen. I’m the kind of man who always has a clear objective, a planned route, and an estimated travel time. It’s a habit from my SEAL days. But this situation requires me to be a bit more flexible, so that’s what I’ll try to do.

It could be a lot worse, right? The top’s down. The weather’s perfect. And there’s a gorgeous woman riding shotgun. 

I might as well enjoy it.

 



CHAPTER 8


Cal

 

I’m doing a pretty good job keeping my mouth shut and giving her some space to decompress. As we climb in elevation, I see her face lift to the dappled sunlight, exposing the sensual curve of her throat. She stretches out her arm so that her hand can surf the air current. Her beautiful hair sparkles in the sunshine as long waves dance in the wind behind her. 

She is the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen. 

Eventually, I decide to find out if we’re at least headed in the right direction. “Do you have an address for where your meeting is?”

“No. I don't have an address, just the name of the of the place and the family that owns it.” 

I smile. Since I know every ranch and every family within 300 miles of Sweetbriar, I'm fairly sure I can deliver her to her destination. I check my gas gauge to make sure I've got enough fuel to get us there. “All right. So where is it? Where are we going?”

Her eyes are still closed. She’s breathing deep and slow, and it looks like the mountain air is mellowing her out. “Oh, it’s just some place called Yosemite Ranch.”

My fingers grip the wheel.

“I don't know why it's called Yosemite, since we're not near Yosemite Park. I mean, I looked on the map and Yosemite is on the other side of the Sierras and it takes hours to drive there, but only in the warm months. They close the roads in winter, and the only way to get there is by air.” 

I focus on my breath and heart rate. 

“Did you know that the word Yosemite is an indigenous word for a killer grizzly bear?”

When I don’t answer, she looks over at me, an expectant look on her face. 

What the fuck is going on? Why is she headed to my family’s ranch, and why is she still smiling at me like that? Her eyes are sparkling. She looks happy. 

“Right,” I say, returning my eyes to the road.

“Do you know how to get there? Yosemite Ranch?” 

She doesn’t know who I am.

“It’s owned by people named MacLaine, and since you know Elsie and Clem and everyone else around here, I figure you probably know them, too.” 

“I do,” I say. “Quite well.” 

“Wonderful! Then let’s head that way. How long of a drive is it?” 

“Not far. Maybe another ten minutes.” 

“Perfect.” She lets her head fall back against the seat and unclenches her legs. She takes off her ridiculous shoes and wiggles her toes. The nails are painted a soft pink. Like her skin. Her lips. 

Her little visit isn’t related to StellaR Tech, that I’m sure of. If there were a problem, Finn, 

Declan, Evander, and Special K would have given me the heads-up, and we’d already be fixing it, the way we always do everything—together. Besides, Finn and Declan were standing right next to me at the airpark when she arrived, just as surprised as I was. So, no. She isn’t here for StellaR Tech.

Is it Dad? Is this another off-the-wall money-making scheme? I love him, but Jamie MacLaine is the shittiest businessman this side of the Sierra Nevadas. But it can’t be that, either. The ranch is finally in the black, expanding operations, even. There’s no reason he’d invite a private-jet-level business rep to the ranch. 

So, who is she and what is she up to? 

I glance over in time to see a gust of wind send all that beautiful red hair flying. It takes my breath away, to be honest, which isn’t good. No matter how breathtaking she is, I’m getting a really bad feeling about her interest in my family.

“If you don’t mind me asking, Victoria, what kind of business do you have with the MacLaines?”

She turns to me. That smile is a spectacular sight. But I don’t trust it.

“Big business.” 

“Ahhh. Lucky them.”

“True—today is their lucky day.”

We’re coming down the backside of the mountain and approaching the ranch. I know that if I want to get more details out of her, I better get them now. I’m almost out of time.

“So, what kind of business are you in?” 

“The problem-solving business.” 

“I see.” And I call bullshit. I’ve spent enough years around government and contracting to know word salad double-speak when I hear it, and that was a big-ass platter of the stuff. “So, what exactly does ‘problem solving’ mean in this context?” 

She shrugs. “My company knows how to get the best out of existing assets. When there are structural issues or perhaps the full potential is not being met, we figure out a way to fix things.” 

“Fix things. Gotcha.” So, she’s a scavenger. A vulture who tries to convince innocent suckers that she’s there to save them from problems that don’t exist. 

“You know, it smells so good here,” she says. “These must be ancient trees.” 

I remind myself she’s a vulture, no matter how tender her face looks in the sunlight or how sweet her voice sounds when she’s not tightly wound. “Yep. Old growth Ponderosa Pines.” 

“Well, it’s some of the most beautiful land I’ve ever seen, and I’ve been everywhere, let me assure you.” 

I see the ranch spread out below, seven houses, a dozen barns and outbuildings, corrals and pastures and training rings. It’s now or never. “So, Victoria,” I say. 

“Yeah?” She turns to me, her face relaxed. 

“How are you feeling about this business transaction, this problem you're about to solve at Yosemite Ranch? Feeling good about it?” 

She laughs. “This is going to be the easiest money I ever make. From what I can tell, the MacLaines are pushovers.”

The tendons in my neck tighten. My knuckles go white on the steering wheel. “You don’t say.”

“Well, let me put it this way—they don't know I'm coming, and when I get there, they won’t know what hit them.” 

“Cool,” I say, turning off the highway. 

“They won’t be able to say no.” 

“Go for it, killer.” 

“Oh, I plan to.” 

Her head is on a swivel as she looks around. “This place is huge! I heard it was a thousand square miles or something ridiculous. Could that be right?”

“Absolutely. It’s the same size as the Ponderosa.” 

“The what?”

“The old TV show. Bonanza.” I turn to see that she has absolutely no idea what I’m talking about. “Never mind.”

By the time we drive beneath the ranch gateway, I’m so furious I’m gritting my teeth. Special K waves to me from one of the outdoor training rings, where he’s exercising a colt. I wave back, watching him do a double-take when he sees the redhead at my side. We continue up the lane.

“Who exactly are you here to see?”

“James MacLaine.” 

I drive up to the main house, my father’s home. My two best girls, Ripley and Sarah Connor, run out to greet me, their tails swinging in happiness. 

“I’m not a fan of dogs,” Victoria says.

“That’s a damn shame.” I cut the engine, wishing, for the first time ever, that my girls were Rottweilers instead of Golden Retrievers. 

I get out and walk over to the passenger door, opening it for our vulture visitor. She’s struggling to put her shoes back on, and when she steps out, she nearly falls. I catch her. 

Fuck. I wish she didn’t smell so good. Feel so good. 

The heavy oak door opens, and Dad walks out onto the log porch. His hands are in the front pockets of his jeans, and there’s a big smile on his weathered face. “Well, hello there, Cal!” he says. “Who do you have with you?” 

Victoria has brushed off my help and regained her balance. With one hand she tries to smooth down her tousled hair. With the other, she holds her expensive purse against her knees to prevent the dogs from licking her. 

“Go away. Git!” She uses her bag as a shield. It’s now covered in Retriever spit. Excellent.

I answer my father. “Dad, this is Victoria. Victoria, this is my dad, Jamie MacLaine.” 

She spins toward me, eyes wild, face red. “What the fuck?” she hisses in my direction. “Cal—” I watch the realization hit her. “As in Callum MacLaine?” 

I grin at her. “I am. But my friends call me Cal.”

 



CHAPTER 9


Victoria

 

I’m so appalled I stumble again. He catches me. Again. And to my complete and utter horror, I fall against his chest and his arms go around me. It’s like falling into a brick wall. We stay like that for a moment too long, my softness against his hard-as-iron body, until I remember that he just tricked me. Made a fool of me. And I hate him for that. I push against his chest, and he releases me.

I must be a crumpled, wind-blown, discombobulated mess. This is not exactly the first impression I wanted to give.

I shoot Cal a dirty look. I can’t believe he played me like that. I just sat there in his Jeep and basically called his family a bunch of ignorant country bumpkins. And he sat there smiling, watching me dig my own grave with my big fat mouth. 

My stupid mistake could jeopardize not only the biggest deal of my career, but it could also make my father furious at me.

I’ll never make partner if he finds out how badly I’ve screwed the pooch.

Normally, I’m about as hush-hush as a person can get. I always play my cards close to the vest. But today, all I needed was a sexy smile from a hot cowboy and I forget everything I’ve ever learned. I forget myself.

I’m such an idiot.

I glare at Cal again. If it wasn’t for his gorgeous violet eyes and his six-feet-whatever of hot Alpha distraction, I never would’ve said a thing. He’s a deceiver who can never be trusted. 

Good thing I’m doing the deal with his father, and not him.

Taking a deep breath, I gather my wits about me. I need to make this right, right now. I have to take back control.

I step away from Cal and toward the house. I raise my hand for James MacLaine to shake. He produces a big smile, comes down the stairs, and gives my hand a vigorous shake.

He's a silver fox. He has the same violet eyes as Cal and the same hair, although a little thinner—and a lot whiter—with age.

“Hello, Mr. MacLaine. I’m Victoria Backlund. It’s wonderful to meet you.”

“I’m so happy to meet you, too. Thank you so much for coming to visit. What a wonderful surprise. I loved our conversations on the telephone. You’re a delight, little lady, and with such attention to detail!” 

I take another deep breath. “That wasn’t me,” I confess, offering him a sheepish smile. “That was my assistant, Millicent.”

I hear Cal laugh behind me. I turn to see him leaning against his Jeep, arms folded, legs casually crossed at the ankles. What an asshole. Rage builds inside me. That’s the second time I humiliated myself in front of him, and I don’t like it one bit.

“Then it looks like I’ll have to disappoint two lovely young women instead of just one.” 

I shake my head at Mr. MacLaine’s statement. “What?” 

“Millicent was very nice, and you seem very nice too, but I’m not sure I’m ready to sell part of the ranch.”

Cal pops up from the Jeep and crunches the gravel as he moves toward his father. His eyes are wide with disbelief. “Sell part of the ranch?” 

“Cool your jets, cowboy,” I snap at Cal. I’ve lost all patience at this point. “My company’s not interested in buying any part of your working ranch. We’re only interested in an area called Sulfur Springs.”

Cal narrows his eyes at me. I feel the anger come off him in waves. “We’re not selling Sulfur Springs.” His velvety, deep voice has turned into a growl, and the fierceness of it pins me to the ground. 

Mr. MacLaine clears his throat. “Why don’t we all go in and talk about this? I don’t want you to think I forgot my manners, Miss Backlund. I wasn’t raised to keep a lady out in the sun, especially in those shoes. Come on now. I’ll get you some refreshments and you can put your feet up.”

“There’s nothing to talk about with this woman, Dad.” 

Thankfully, Mr. MacLaine ignores his son. He gives me his hand and guides me up the steps. He places a gentle palm on my back and escorts me inside his large house. 
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