
  
    [image: Zeke De Los Santos Talks About His Feelings]
  


  
    
      ZEKE DE LOS SANTOS TALKS ABOUT HIS FEELINGS

      A SWEET SMALL-TOWN ROM COM SUSPENSE

      
        BROTHERS OF ROCKING DOUBLE HEART RANCH

        BOOK ONE

      

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

    
      
        REMI CARRINGTON

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Phrey Press]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Copyright ©2025 Pamela Humphrey

        All Rights Reserved

        Phrey Press

        www.phreypress.com

        First Edition

        This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events, and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

        All rights reserved. This book or any portion thereof may not be reproduced or used in any manner whatsoever without the express written permission of the publisher except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      

      

      
        
        979-8-90032-002-1

      

      

      [image: Vellum flower icon] Formatted with Vellum

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Zeke De Los Santos Talks About His Feelings

      

    

    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

      
        Chapter 29

      

      
        Chapter 30

      

      
        Chapter 31

      

      
        Chapter 32

      

      
        Chapter 33

      

      
        Chapter 34

      

      
        Chapter 35

      

      
        Chapter 36

      

      
        Chapter 37

      

      
        Epilogue

      

      
        Bonus Epilogue

      

    

    
      
        A Note to Readers

      

      
        Also by Remi Carrington

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ZEKE DE LOS SANTOS TALKS ABOUT HIS FEELINGS

          

        

      

    

    
      When a peacock chases me into my very own fairy tale, my life starts looking like one of the many rom coms I’ve starred in.

      But until now, the leading man has never been a rugged cowboy. Something I never would’ve said was my type. But the moment I come face-to-face with Zeke, the tall Latin ranch owner whose teenage daughter plucked me out of a bad situation, that changes. For me, it’s instant attraction.

      For him, not so much.

      He’s quiet and very protective of his daughter but graciously allows me to stay in his home. In his bed even. It isn’t like we’re sharing. He’s sleeping on the sofa.

      When it becomes obvious that someone is out to humiliate or possibly hurt me, putting more than my acting career in jeopardy, his protectiveness gets focused on me.

      We end up splashed all over the tabloids. He doesn’t seem like it bothers him, but I can’t know for sure because the man DOES. NOT. TALK. ABOUT. HIS. FEELINGS.

      As the threat of danger ramps up, we spend more time together, and little tidbits of his thoughts slip out. But when I suggest leaving the ranch for their safety, he does something unexpected.

      Then, at a critical moment, he shocks me again and does the unthinkable. Now, my acting career may be over for good.
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          MEGAN

        

      

    

    
      The peacock shrieks as it barrels toward me. Its luscious blue feathers are fanned out in full display. I’m not sure if this bird is attracted to the white feathers on the wedding dress I’m wearing or plotting revenge for the poor white peacock who lost them. Whatever the reason for this attack, I start running. I have no desire to die in a peacock attack.

      The magnificent blue feathers shift from being fanned out and up to being partially fanned out behind the bird, which probably makes it more aerodynamic. Even though I am racing away, the bird is closing the distance. Why is it so fast? And why hasn’t anyone from the crew heard the commotion? The creatures are supposed to be contained when we aren’t shooting a scene.

      I run into a group of trees, hoping, praying that this angry fowl gives up the chase. My heel lands in soft dirt, causing my ankle to twist. I lose my balance and grasp at branches, trying not to fall down the incline. All my attempts to maintain my footing fail, and now it’s my turn to shriek.

      The peacock is shockingly quiet.

      I tumble down the embankment and land in a bush only two feet from a river. Not an idyllic bubbling stream, no. This is a whole dang river that’s flowing rapidly. The rain last night probably has something to do with that. I’m thankful I didn’t land in the water. Thanks to the bush and its leaves and branches, the impact didn’t cause any injury, but I don’t even want to see the damage to this designer wedding gown. The river would’ve made it far worse. As it is, reimbursing for the damaged dress might eat up all the money I’m making on this movie.

      Taking great care, I extricate myself from the bush, desperately trying not to tear any more of the fabric and lace. Or destroy any of the white peacock feathers that got me into this mess.

      I’ve just gotten free of the bush when the peacock shrieks again. I glance up as that vicious monster launches down the embankment, wings flapping. Why does it have it in for me?

      Terrified of this insane creature, I do the one thing I know will get me away from this foul bird. I jump into the river. The dress will be completely ruined, but the better news is, I’m alive. For now.

      The undercurrent is stronger than I expected. But I fight the water, trying to get to the shore. When a log floats by, I grab it, which gives me a moment to catch my breath without the risk of sinking into the river. The log makes it easier to keep my head above water. It takes a while, but I finally make it to shore. Distance isn’t easily measured when fighting a current and trying to stay alive. And I can’t see the spot where I fell into the river. I’m now on the opposite side from where I fell in. However, there is no sign of the peacock. That’s good news.

      After dragging myself out of the water, I hike up the front of my strapless dress. Fortunately, there was no one around to witness my wardrobe malfunction. Unfortunately, I’m all alone out here in the middle of the Texas Hill Country, and I have no clue how to get back to the set or even where I am.

      I’m lost in rural Texas. And it’s not like I have my phone.

      This is bad. Very, very bad.

      Tears stream down my cheeks, which I feel is a fairly normal reaction after being attacked by a bird, falling off a cliff, and being washed down a river. But crying will not save me.

      I pull in a deep breath and take in my surroundings. I hear a rumbling sound. An engine. There must be a road not too far ahead. So I start walking. Because of the weight of the soggy wedding dress, it’s definitely more like trudging. The heels don’t help either. But I’m thankful these strappy shoes stayed on my feet because walking on this ground would hurt.

      With the river at my back, I keep trudging toward what I hope is a road. But I haven’t heard an engine in a while. And then right on cue, I hear one again. It sounds exactly like the last time, except closer. I hurry my pace, desperate to find someone.

      The engine sound fades, and I push through a group of junipers. My heart sinks when I see the other side. There is no road. Just a barbed-wired fence with more of this sun-bleached landscape beyond it. And a dust cloud, indicating that someone drove away from here very recently.

      The tears start flowing again. Standing at the fence line, I try to decide what to do. I have three options: go back the way I came, go through this fence and continue in the same direction, or follow the fence line in hopes that it’ll take me to a house or a road or something. I decide to walk along the fence line. After a couple of steps, I stop dead in my tracks, sure that I’m hallucinating. There is a stainless-steel water bottle on the other side of the fence. I blink, thinking it’ll be gone when I open my eyes, but no. There really is a water bottle on the ground. I reach through the fence and pick it up. After a quick shake, I unscrew the lid. I’m drinking water that someone else has been sipping on, which is gross. But compared to dying, it’s not that bad. I force myself to ration the water. I don’t know how long until I’ll get more.

      With my water bottle in hand, I start walking again. In my mind, all these ranches touch a road somewhere. I’m just hoping it’s at the end of this fence line.

      After maybe a mile or more, a road comes into view. The only thing separating me from a possible rescue is a barbed-wire fence. Using the layers of delicate fabric as a barrier between my skin and the sharp points, I use the water bottle to hold the wires apart while I climb through. The road stretches out in both directions. No visible signs of life either way.

      I pick up a leaf and toss it in the air. There is a shortage of coins in the middle of nowhere. But anything with two sides will do. Shiny side up means I go left. Shiny side down, I walk right.

      After getting blown around a bit and finally landing in the middle of the road, the leaf tells me where to go, and I start walking to the left.

      If this were a movie, a truck would skid to a stop after passing me, and a tall, handsome cowboy would saunter toward me, asking if I needed help. Depending on the movie rating, he might even have his shirt off.

      If it happened in real life, he’d take one look at me and hop back in his truck. I can only imagine how awful my hair looks after my dunk in the river. And the dress is worse.

      Out here, time is weird. I’m not sure if I fell two hours ago or a half hour ago. I lean toward hours ago, but my sense of time is broken. The blazing sun feels like it’s burning my skin, and my muscles are screaming at me. Why bother building a road if there are no cars around to use it?

      The straps on one shoe are getting tight from my swollen ankle, so I kick off the shoes and carry them. Water bottle in one hand and strappy heels in the other, I continue my hunt for civilization.

      The weather-faded pavement radiates heat. But it’s better than stepping on something with a stinger in the grass. Or on the rocks in the space between the grass and the road. My friend warned me that in Texas, there were lots of critters out to get you. She never mentioned peacocks.

      I hear the rumble of an engine and glance behind me. A truck comes into view. Heart racing, I’m not sure whether to wave my arms and ask for a ride or to ignore the vehicle and keep walking until I get to a town. All I have to protect me is this water bottle. But one good swing might knock someone out. These heels aren’t pokey enough to do much damage.

      If I’ve learned anything from all the crime podcasts I’ve listened to, it’s that monsters are where you least expect them to be. And the middle of nowhere is a perfect place to commit a crime and get away with it.

      The brake lights come on, and the truck screeches to a stop. Do I run? Do I smile and ask for a rescue?

      My indecisive thoughts are interrupted when a teenage girl pokes her head out of the driver’s side window.

      “Hello!”

      I relax, less uneasy about trusting a young woman. “Hi! I seem to have gotten myself a little lost.” I’d rather not give the rambling tale of how I ended up wandering in the Texas Hill Country alone.

      “I can give you a ride.” The girl points toward the passenger seat. “Hop in.”

      I run around and climb into the truck. “Thank you so much. I’m Me⁠—”

      “Oh, I know who you are, but don’t worry. I won’t go all fan girl on you. But I am a fan. A huge one!” She sticks out her hand. “I’m Bree.”

      I like this girl. “So very nice to meet you, Bree.”

      When she offers to take me to her ranch, I jump at the invitation. Only because I really want out of these wet clothes, and I can’t give her directions to the set because I don’t know where it is. Disappearing for a little while holds appeal. I can face reality later.

      A mile or so down the road, she turns and drives through a gate. A brand in the shape of hearts dangles from the top of the gate, and rock walls flank each side. She rolls to a stop beside a white sprawling house.

      “Welcome to the Rocking Double Heart Ranch.”

      That explains the brand.

      After glancing around, she pushes open the front door. “How long were you walking?”

      “An hour or two. Not sure. We were filming, and then—it’s not important. I appreciate this. It’s nice to not be looking over my shoulder.” I cringe at the idea of being caught by the paparazzi like this. Or another peacock.

      “Make yourself at home.” She motions for me to follow her. “My dad will be gone for a while, so you can shower in here. And feel free to grab one of his shirts from the closet. I’d loan you one, but I doubt it would fit.” She looks at her own chest, then at mine.

      It takes me a second to understand her meaning. Too long a second I guess.

      She flashes a half grin. “Your girls are bigger than mine. But I have leggings that will fit you. I’ll leave them on the bed.”

      “Awesome. Thank you.” As weird as it is being in someone else’s home like this, I’m desperate to get out of this gown and wash off the river water.

      In the bathroom, I strip off what used to be a very expensive gown. Now it’s a muddy torn mess. Then I pick leaves and twigs out of my blonde hair. I hear Bree humming in the room, and when I peek out of the bathroom, I see the promised leggings on the bed.

      Before getting in the shower, I grab the pants off the bed and hang them on the back of the door. Between the leggings and a towel, I won’t feel so exposed when I leave the bathroom.

      I step under the hot water and stifle a scream. Then I adjust the temperature to make the water cooler. The sun did a number on my skin. I can only imagine how my back and shoulders look after walking so long in that strapless dress. I’m going to hurt. This has seriously been the worst day ever. I can’t imagine how it could get any worse.

      After my much-needed shower, I smell like sandalwood and citrus since I used the shampoo and soap that was in the shower caddy. I slide a dark blue cotton towel off the bar and dry myself. Then I pull on the leggings. Hugging the towel to my chest, I poke my head into the room. Empty. I hurry to the closet.

      Bree didn’t mention her mom, and this room is completely masculine. And very orderly.

      Along the right wall of the closet, there are two bars. One high. One low. On the bottom bar, multiple pairs of jeans, each carefully arranged on a hanger, hang evenly spaced. Above them on the top bar are T-shirts and dress shirts. They aren’t dress shirts like you’d see a man wear with a suit. More of a western-style shirt. These are all grouped by color. Closer to the door are T-shirts, also arranged by color. The other wall has only one rod. And on it are a couple of suits and shirts that coordinate, a few coats and jackets, and other assorted items of clothing. The shelf above that stuff holds a few boxes and multiple cowboy hats.

      I’m curious to meet the cowboy with the outgoing daughter.
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          ZEKE

        

      

    

    
      Bree’s truck is here, so I quietly slip inside, skirt pass the kitchen, and head to my bedroom. If she sees this gash on my chest, she’ll fuss. It’s bad enough I managed to injure myself. Causing Bree worry would only make it worse. Besides, she’ll insist I go to urgent care, and I don’t want to. It’ll heal without my paying a doctor to tell me that I need to keep it clean and give it time to heal.

      A clean shirt, and I’ll be good. But instead of rushing back out to the field to get to work, I’ll stay long enough to eat whatever Bree’s making. This house smells good. I wonder what inspired her to cook today. And so early. Usually I’m not home for another couple of hours.

      I strip off my torn shirt as I walk into the bedroom and head straight to the closet. Looking down at the gash, I’m two steps into the closet before I notice the half-dressed woman in front of me. Her bare back is sunburned, and she’s clutching one of my towels to her chest as she runs her hand along my shirts.

      My involuntary gasp startles her, and she whips around.

      A woman in my closet doesn’t make sense. I drop my torn shirt, yank a T-shirt off the nearest hanger, and march out of the room. I pull on the T-shirt as I walk toward the kitchen. “Bree!”

      Bree sees me as soon as I’m through the doorway and opens her arms to hug me. “You’ll never believe⁠—”

      I’m too shaken for that, so I shift around her. “Why is there a woman in my bedroom?” The sooner I figure out why she’s here, the faster I can change that.

      My daughter smiles like having a woman in my bedroom is a great thing. It’s not. “That’s Megan. I told her she could shower in your room.” She steps closer and lowers her voice. “My bathroom is a total disaster. I couldn’t let her shower in there.”

      “That would’ve been good to know before I barged in there. You have to tell me things, Bree.”

      “You weren’t here. Normally, you aren’t home this early.” Her eyes narrow. “Is everything okay?”

      “I’m fine.” I turn to make a quick exit out of the kitchen because Bree is sharp and will catch on if I’m being evasive or not completely truthful, which I am. But the quick exit doesn’t happen because I come face-to-face with Megan.

      She’s fastening the last button at the bottom of my shirt. “I’m so sorry I startled you.” Her blonde hair drips onto her shoulder, creating a dark spot on the purple shirt. It’s a shirt my girls picked out for me, one I don’t wear often because the color is way outside my comfort zone.

      “It’s fine.” I’m looking at her face, but I’m thinking about her back. This isn’t good. And neither is her sunburn. I should probably give her something to put on that.

      Before I can conjure a reason to escape the kitchen, Bree waves a wooden spoon. “I made spaghetti. The sauce is made from Dad’s tomatoes and the basil he grows. It smells amazing. It’ll be ready in just a few minutes. Like ten. Or twenty. Y’all can just talk while I cook.”

      What is my daughter thinking? And why does it feel like she’s trying to set me up with a complete stranger, who, by the way, is far too young for me. Not that I’m looking to be set up with anyone. I’ve been in love, but that chapter closed when my wife died. I’d just as soon it stay closed.

      Bree shoots me a look. “Offer her a drink, Dad. Be polite.”

      Nodding, I pull a bottle of red wine off the rack and fetch two glasses out of the cabinet. Then I look in Megan’s general direction. “Wine?”

      “Please. And if I could use a phone, I’d greatly appreciate it.” Megan steps up beside me.

      After pouring two glasses, I hand her one, then motion toward the living room. I can apologize more appropriately without Bree listening.

      Megan follows, and as soon as we’re in the other room, she touches my arm. “You’re bleeding.”

      There is a line of blood soaking through the fabric. “Oh, I should. Um…”

      My phone rings, and I snatch it out of my pocket. “This is Zeke.”

      “Zeke, this is Roy.”

      I pull the phone away from my ear and look at the number. Why is the sheriff calling me?

      “What’s going on?” I set my wineglass on a side table, step into the hall, and motion for Megan to follow. Something tells me that this call relates to her, and I want this woman away from my daughter.

      Roy says, “There is a big-time actress missing. They were filming this morning at that place off Pecan Lookout Road, and during a break, she disappeared. They don’t know if she wandered off intentionally or if something happened to her. I’m calling all the ranchers in the area, asking them to keep an eye out.”

      I meet Megan’s gaze as I’m speaking to Roy. “What does the actress look like?”

      Nodding, she holds out her hand. “He’s looking for me. Let me talk to him.”

      “Pretty sure I know where she is. And she wants to talk to you.”

      “Thank the Lord.” Roy lets out a sigh. “I was not looking forward to the swarm of reporters descending on this county. But she sure caused a stir. Put her on the phone.”

      Megan puts the phone to her ear, never breaking eye contact. “Hi, this is Megan Hope. You can call off the hunt. I’m alive.”

      I can’t make out what Roy is saying to her.

      Irritation etches on her face, but she quickly shifts her expression back to a forced smile. “I did not wander off because I wanted a break. Please let them know that a peacock chased me over the cliff. After falling, I ended up in the river and spent most of the afternoon lost.” She pulls the phone away from her ear. “Do you mind if people contact me at this number?”

      “That’s fine.” After hearing her story, I’m less worried about her being trouble.

      “Sheriff, thank you for working so hard to find me. I appreciate you. And if anyone needs to talk to me, they can reach me at this number for the next few hours.”

      She ends the call and hands me the phone. “The bleeding isn’t stopping.”

      “Dad!” Bree pokes her head into the hall.

      I shift so that Megan is in front of me, and Bree’s view of my bloody shirt is blocked. “What’s up?”

      Bree looks at Megan, then at me. “Why are y’all in the hall?”

      “I was sorting things out with the sheriff. Apparently, they noticed I was missing.” Megan is calm, acting like none of this is a big deal.

      “Oh, is it all good now? And Megan, you can totally stay here tonight. I mean, I’m sure this isn’t anything like where you usually stay, but you are more than welcome to spend the night. Or several nights. Right, Dad?”

      I nod. “Of course.” Saying no to my daughter isn’t something I’m good at.

      “Cool. Just a little longer until dinner.” Bree disappears back into the kitchen.

      “Let’s take care of that gash.” Megan walks down the hall toward my room.

      “I can⁠—”

      Before we’re even in the bathroom, she reaches for my shirt and lifts the hem. “What happened?”

      I pull away from her. “Wire snapped when I was fixing a fence. And I can tend to my own wound.” I enter the bathroom and open the medicine cabinet. Unlike Bree, I maintain an organized bathroom, and the needed medicine and cotton swabs are easy to find.

      Megan stands in the doorway. “I really think you should have that looked at. And if you’re one of those stubborn types who don’t think they need a doctor, at least let someone help you bandage the gash. I’ll get Bree.”

      “No.” I take the swab, lift my shirt, and hold it in place with my chin. Jaw clenched, I apply the medication, trying not to let her see that I’m in pain. “I don’t want her to know.”

      Eyebrows raised, Megan crosses her arms. “Interesting. And why, pray tell, are you keeping secrets?”

      “You make it sound scandalous. Bree’s in high school. Taking care of her dad isn’t her job. I don’t want her worrying about me.”

      Megan picks up the gauze and tape. “If you let me help you get this bandaged, I won’t say a word to Bree. But if you bleed through this stuff, promise me you’ll see a doctor.”

      I reach for the gauze, and she steps back, keeping it just out of my grasp.

      I stay in place so that she knows I will not chase her around my bedroom. “I can handle this all on my own. And I’m not making any promises.”

      “You are as prickly as some of the plants I passed today.”

      “Because there is a stranger in my bathroom telling me what to do. I do not need your help.”

      With my shirt still tucked under my chin, I hold out my hand. She hands over the supplies, and I press the gauze to my wound. It sticks to the ointment, which mostly holds the gauze in place while I unroll the tape. But as I’m tearing the tape, the gauze falls onto the floor. I stick the tape to the counter and grab a fresh piece of gauze. All the while, Megan is staring.

      Since I have the tape ready, I figure this time will be easier, but it’s not. The tape sticks to itself, rendering it useless to me. Holding the gauze over my gash, I resign myself to defeat. “Will you help me tape this gauze?”

      She turns her head, leaning a bit closer. “What’s that?”

      “I need your help.”

      This smile is genuine, unlike the one she plastered on her face during that phone call. “I’m happy to be of help.”

      She unrolls a section of tape and hangs it off the edge of the counter. Then she repeats the process three more times. “Okay, keep your hand on the gauze until after I get this first piece on.” She stretches a long section across the edge of the gauze above my hand. Then pats my fingers. “You can let go now.”

      One by one, she adds the other sections, running her finger along the lines of tape, pressing them into place.

      When she finishes with the last piece, she says, “You can breathe now.”

      “I was trying to hold still.” It’s a lie. But hopefully a convincing one. I haven’t been touched by a woman in a very long time. Holding my breath is a completely reasonable response. “Thank you for your help.”

      “You’re welcome, but you might not like me later when you have to pull that tape off.” She points at the hair on my chest. “And, for the record, I still think you might need stitches. I’m not worried about you bleeding out. But that gash might heal better.”

      This woman is as determined as my daughters when they grasp onto an idea. And I’ve learned that giving up earlier expends much less energy. “Fine. You win. I’ll go see someone.”

      She backs up and points to the closet. “You need a clean shirt if we’re still keeping this a secret.”

      “Right.” I return the supplies to the cabinet, then set a bottle of aloe on the counter. “You need this for your back.”

      “Thanks. I’ll put it on the parts that I can reach.” As soon as I’m out of the bathroom, she walks in and closes the door.

      I grab a clean shirt and after putting it on, walk into the hall.

      Megan comes out, smiling. “That is wonderful stuff. My back, shoulders, and upper chest felt like they were on fire. And that stuff is like a hose on full blast.”

      I’m not sure what to say to this big-time actress who seems to enjoy telling me what to do. “Will you let Bree know I’ll be back after while?”

      She touches my arm. Again. “Is it okay if I ride with you?”

      I do not want to be the one who has to tell Bree that Megan chose another option and decided not to stay at our place. “Please say goodbye to Bree before you go. She’s really excited about having you here.”

      There is a tenderness in Megan’s gaze, which is unnerving. “Of course.”

      I wait in the hall as she goes into the kitchen. I’d just as soon not see the disappointment on Bree’s face.

      “Bree, you’ve worked so hard on dinner, and I hate to delay it, but I asked your dad if he could run me to get some of my stuff. I’ll be back later to stay the night. Any chance I can reheat leftovers when I get back? There are some people I need to talk to about what happened today. And I shouldn’t put it off any longer.”

      “No problem. I get it. And maybe if we have time tonight, you can help me choose a dress for this party I’m going to. A boy invited me to go with him, and I’m super nervous.”

      I clench my fists. Why is this the first I’ve heard about her date? I knew she was going to a party, but Bree hasn’t said a word about a boy.

      “Absolutely. See you later. And I can’t thank you enough for rescuing me today,” Megan says.

      “I’d do it again. Oh, I washed out your water bottle and refilled it if you want to take it with you. My dad has one just like this.”

      Used to. In all my fence mending today, I managed to lose mine.

      “Just leave it there. It’s not actually mine. I found it while I was trudging along a fence. But whoever left it probably saved my life. Tomorrow, we can post a picture online and see about returning it to its rightful owner.”

      “Good idea. I’ll keep everything warm. You caught me right before putting the pasta in, so it works out great.” Bree lives on the bright side of the world. No matter how dark the cloud, she’ll find the silver lining.

      Megan slips into the hall and heads toward the front door. She reaches for the handle, then stops. “I should probably grab the dress and shoes. I’ll meet you outside.” She rushes down the hall.

      I step out into the warm muggy night and wait.

      She walks out carrying what looks to me like a wedding dress. “This is still a bit wet, so I’m going to set it in the bed.”

      I open both doors on the passenger side of the truck. “Put it in the back seat.”

      “Yes, sir.” She gives a little salute, then snickers as she puts the dress in the truck. After shooting me an amused look, she climbs into the passenger seat and buckles her belt. “It just occurred to me that I never introduced myself. I’m Megan.”

      “I heard.” I go around and slide in behind the wheel. “Sorry about everything that happened to you today.”

      “I survived. Do you have a name, or should I make up a nickname to call you?”

      “Zeke.” I stop before turning onto the road. “Where are you staying? We’ll go by there first.”

      “The something ranch. It’s a venue that has lodgings onsite. We were filming there. But all the information is in my phone. I feel lost without it.”

      “Last Song Ranch. That’s the only place like that around here that’s close enough for you to walk. The back of their place butts up to my land. Besides, Roy mentioned Pecan Lookout Road.”

      She stares at me without speaking for two or three seconds. “You were out mending fences today?”

      I nod.

      “And you have a fence along the back of your property where it meets Last Song Ranch?” The intonation of her voice paints a picture of her connecting pieces together.

      “There is a barbed-wire fence there.”

      She leans toward me. “Did you lose your water bottle today?”

      I glance at her. “How do you know I lost it today?”

      “The water was still cold when I found it.”

      “Lucky thing I left it.” I am hoping she doesn’t get all mushy about a forgotten water bottle. But I’ve been out in the brush when it felt like the sun was trying to kill me, so I get it.

      “Thank you, Zeke. For everything. For letting me use your shower, stay at your home, and completely disrupt your life. I think your daughter is amazing.”

      “That she is.” I refuse to take credit for my bright young daughter. She was born that way, and I’ve somehow managed not to mess her up.

      My phone rings, and I press a button on the steering wheel to answer over Bluetooth. “Hello.”

      “Put Megan on the phone.” The man on the other end of the line is both rude and angry.

      I shoot Megan a look, curious about who’s talking to her that way.

      She swallows before speaking. “Chris, I’m⁠—”

      “We missed an entire afternoon of filming. Cora insisted on calling the police. What were you thinking? You aren’t here for a vacation. Hike on your own time. And if you so much as smudged the fabric on that dress, I swear I’ll—” His threat is interrupted by a very curt Megan.

      “Did they not tell you that I fell and landed in the river? I could’ve drowned. All because one of the peacocks wasn’t caged when we took a break. I’m bringing the dress back to the ranch now. And it’s damaged. I’ll drop it off, then leave again. All other questions can wait until tomorrow. And it’s nice to know that you care more about a dress than you care about me.” She presses the button to end the call. “Sorry you had to hear that.”

      I turn into the fancy place where she’s staying and follow her directions until we get to a house that is much too fancy to be labeled a cabin.

      “Pecan Cove Cabin is where Chris is staying. Let me run this dress to him, and then we can swing by my room.” She kicks off the heels, and her hand shakes a bit as she reaches for the door handle.

      “I’ll take the dress to Chris.” Before she can argue, I slide out and grab the dress, then hold out my hand for her to give me the shoes. After she gives them to me, I say, “I’ll be right back.”

      She stares at me as I make my way to the entrance.

      After I give one quick knock, a man opens the door. “That dress is an origin—” He stammers when he realizes he’s speaking to my chest instead of yelling at Megan.

      “Here’s the dress. And the shoes.” I hand them over. “I’m taking Megan to get checked out. It’s a miracle she isn’t seriously injured or dead. Somebody needs to do a better job.” I tip my cowboy hat and stride back to the truck.

      The man is still standing in the open doorway when I buckle my seat belt.

      “Nice fella.” I hope I never see him again.

      “He’s my ex. But we broke up years ago because he’s full of himself. Thinks he can talk to people however he wants since he’s a producer.”

      “Tell me where to go. And when we get to urgent care, you’re also getting checked out.”

      She points me toward her cabin. “I’m fine. I don’t need to see a doctor.”

      “You get checked out, and I’ll have a doctor look at this gash. That’s the deal.”

      “I didn’t make that deal. My cabin is right here.” As soon as I stop, she climbs out. “I’d invite you in, but people would talk. After your performance at Chris’s, talking is definitely happening. I just don’t want to make it worse.”

      “I won’t get out of the truck. Unless I see unexpected company. Then I plan to introduce myself.”

      “I truly hope that isn’t a euphemism for hurting someone.” She raises her eyebrows like she’s expecting a response.

      “Do I look like I’d hurt someone?” I flash what I intend as an innocent smile.

      “You absolutely do.” She swings the door closed, then marches toward her cabin.

      An hour ago, my life was normal.
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      There’s a soft knock on the door as I’m packing my bag, which means it’s probably not Chris. But whoever it is can still knock, so Zeke didn’t rough them up too badly. Hopefully.

      I crack open the door.

      Cora smiles. “I met your new friend.”

      “Come on in.” I wave at Zeke to let him know I’m not in danger. “Chris yelled at me over the phone, but it was on speaker. And this guy…” I’m not even sure how to describe Zeke.

      “He’s sexy. In that brooding cowboy sort of way.” Cora leans against the wall, watching me.

      “Brooding fits.” I toss a couple more outfits in my bag. “Oh, my toothbrush.”

      “Why are you packing? Chris didn’t fire you, did he?”

      I pause, contemplating that idea. “Not that I know of. And he’d have a fight on his hands if he tried. The bag is because I’m staying at Zeke’s.”

      Cora’s perfectly sculptured eyebrows shoot toward her hairline. With her mouth hanging open, she blinks.

      “His teenage daughter rescued me off the side of the road. She asked me to stay. Wants me to help her pick out a dress for her date. It’s sweet. And after what happened today, I need some distance.”

      “You mean, you need that guy. So that when Chris wants to rant, you have a shield of protection.” She grins. “I won’t pepper you with questions tonight. But I reserve the right. When I saw your light on, I popped over to give you this.” She holds out my phone. “I kept it safe for you.”

      “Chris said that you insisted on calling the police. Thank you.”

      She shakes her head. “When he gets an idea in his head, he refuses to believe he’s wrong or that anything else could be true. I was worried about you. He was convinced you wandered off after a butterfly.”

      “And since I didn’t turn up dead, he’s still convinced he was right and that I’m pulling the wool over people’s eyes.” I zip my bag closed.

      “You know him so well.”

      “Sadly.” I hitch the bag on my shoulder. “Text me details about the next shoot, and I’ll make sure I’m here.”

      “Sounds good.” She walks to the door and pulls it open. “Keep me posted on your cowboy.”

      I lock my cabin and pocket my keys. “He’s not my cowboy.”

      “Yet.” Cora grins before walking down the path to her place.

      Zeke strides toward me and reaches for my bag. I’m praying he wasn’t in earshot to hear my last exchange with Cora.

      After opening my door, he puts my bag in the back seat. “Ready to get checked out?”

      “That was never part of the deal.”

      “It is now. My brother is an attorney. A good one. And he’d advise you to document all those scratches and that sunburn. If that man comes after you, have the ammo to fire back.” His tone is authoritative, as if he's used to being the one giving advice.

      “Are you suggesting I hire your brother to represent me?”

      “Not unless you need a divorce attorney. In Houston.”

      “I’d need a husband before divorce was even possible. But I’ll take your suggestion under advisement.” I think back to how Cora described him.

      He is sexy. And brooding. He’s reminiscent of the men in those classic romance novels I’d read under the covers late at night. He probably grunts instead of sharing his feelings.

      The muscles in his neck and jaw shift, and he considers how to respond, which makes me think I frustrate the man.

      When he pulls to the side of the road, I gasp. “What’s wrong?”

      He levels his gaze at me. “I have no interest in driving all the way to urgent care only to turn around and drive home without either of us seeing a doctor. Decide now. Where are we going?”

      I lean over the console, getting right in his face. “I am not some teen that you can bully.”

      Anger flares in his eyes. “I am not bullying you.”

      I regret my words immediately. “You are trying to use my concern for you to make me see a doctor. What if I can’t afford a visit, what then?”

      “If you can’t afford the doctor on your big-time actress money, I’ll cover it.”

      I blink, processing what he offered. “Just like that? You’d pay, no questions asked?”

      He gives a slow nod. “You’ve established that caring for a stranger is possible. Please get checked out to ease my concern.”

      I shift back into my seat. “Let’s go to urgent care.”

      He’s quiet as he navigates the country roads.

      And I’m trying to figure out why this man presses my buttons. “It’s sweet that you’re concerned about me. And I shouldn’t have called you a bully. I’m sorry.”

      “Apology accepted.” He slows down as we near the edge of town.

      “I just don’t like being told what to do.” It’s the most honest thing I’ve said to a stranger in a long time.

      He turns into the parking lot, then faces me, a half grin creating wrinkles near one eye. “I’ve noticed.”

      “I was being vulnerable with you. Is there anything you would like to share?”

      “This is the place.” He gets out of the truck and walks to the passenger side. “Heads up. The woman in the car behind me is snapping pictures of you with her phone.”

      “Great. Just what I need.” I flip down the vanity mirror. “Be honest. How bad do I look?”

      His silence has me worried.

      I turn away from the mirror and face him. “Awful, huh?”

      He shakes his head. “You look fine.”

      “Wow. Okay. With that resounding assurance, I won’t worry about what will be splashed all over social media tomorrow. Or later tonight. It’s not even dark yet.”

      “Won’t be dark for another half hour or so.”

      “Are you suggesting I stay in the truck until it’s dark?” I contemplate the idea, weighing the pros and cons.

      “Not at all. I’m relaying information. Let’s go inside before you draw a crowd.” He holds out his hand.

      I do not grab it. Not because I don’t need his help. But because the last thing I need online are pictures of me getting cozy with a brooding cowboy.
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