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CHAPTER 1


Special K

 

Diego Guapo bends his head toward the ground, determined to munch on more cornflowers. I let my red roan stallion have his fun. He’s earned it. 

We’ve been out for three hours already this morning, looking for the five head of cattle gone missing. I figure they’re probably doing the same thing we’re doing—enjoying the spring breeze as it flows through the valleys and ridges of Yosemite Ranch.

Can’t say that I blame them.

I tip my head back and close my eyes, feeling the sun’s warmth on my face as it filters down through the pine branches. I inhale the tangy scent of the earth coming alive after a long and brutal winter. The worst anyone can remember. It was a “Blizzard of the Century” kind of season.

We’re all glad to see it go. 

This high up on Washoe Ridge, the only sounds I detect—other than DG’s crunching—are the calls of hawks and eagles, the rustle of wind through the evergreen needles, and the creeks flowing with melted snowpack. I hear the squeak of my boots in the leather stirrups when I shift my weight in the saddle. 

I’m in no hurry. In fact, if I could get away with it, I’d stay up here in the quiet for days. Weeks, even. Honestly, I’d prefer to live in this kind of quiet.

This kind of solitude.

For now, I’ll take whatever time I can manage away from the MacLaine compound. There’s too much going on in the residential center of the ranch. It’s too crowded these days. There’s enough happy excitement down there to pucker my sphincter and chap my ass.

Three of my brothers are already married and one is in the middle of wedding preparations. One is expecting a baby.  

Cal has Victoria. Finn has Emma. Evander is planning his wedding to Phoebe, and they’re racing against the clock so that her sick father can see his only daughter walk down the aisle. Declan and Summer are parents-to-be.

I don’t even recognize my family anymore.

I’m off balance.

Disoriented.

And I don’t like that sensation. Not one damn bit.

I notice that DG has decided to sample a nearby patch of Lupine, which can be poisonous. “Cut it out,” I tell him, giving a quick tug on one rein. He tosses his head in complaint but goes back to the cornflowers.

DG lives up to his name. He’s a handsome devil, no doubt about it. He’s got an elegant head and a speckled strawberry-blond coat. He’s sixteen hands of solid muscle and possesses impeccable cow sense.

But the guy can be a total butthead sometimes.

Summer says that’s to be expected, since he’s male. She’s always saying shit like that, and I sometimes find myself missing her snarky comments.

Because even that part of life is out of balance now.

Summer’s the finest ranch worker we’ve ever had and my go-to companion for long days working cattle on the range. If things were normal, she’d be up here with me this morning, tracking down the missing head.

But things aren’t normal. She’s far enough along in her pregnancy that her doctor doesn’t want her working on horseback, especially chasing down strays at a full gallop the way she does. She’s restricted to calm trail rides on bomb-proof horses, which means that most days, I’m out here on my own.

I’m okay with that. These days, I seem to enjoy my own company even more than usual.

I think the solitude gives me time to put things in perspective. I don’t have to answer to anyone who asks about what I’m doing or where I’m going or what I’m thinking.

It gives me time to separate how others see me versus what I really am and what I really want. In other words, the more time I have in solitude, the more I can focus on reorienting myself and regaining my balance in a world gone batshit crazy.

I’m the youngest of the MacLaine boys. I’m thought of as the oddball outlier. Too quiet. Too grouchy. Too blond when everyone else has nearly-black hair.

The family still sees me as the baby, even though I’m bigger than every one of my brothers. Nobody even uses my actual name—Kevin—unless they’re giving me shit.

As the story goes, my parents weren’t expecting a fifth kid, and when I arrived as fair as my brothers were dark, my mother said I was her “special” gift. I’ve been known as Special K ever since.

My mother died when I was just nine, but the ridiculous nickname lives on.

I look around and take a deep breath. As tempted as I am to just fuck off and enjoy this early May morning, I know I can’t.

The five missing steers represent a significant investment and a precious Yosemite Ranch resource. We’re lucky that it’s been a successful calving season, since we lost seventy-two head of cattle during the winter’s record-breaking blizzard.

I don’t want to add to that tally.

I click my tongue to get DG’s attention and urge him on up the rocky eastern slope. From this elevation, I can look through the timberline and down onto our vast ranch holdings and the towering Sierra Nevada range just to the west. 

I could stay if I wanted. The nights are warm enough to be comfortable with a small fire and my ranch coat as a blanket. There’s fresh water everywhere. Fish in the streams and lakes. All I’d need to do is leave word with my brothers.

Because I’m not in the mood to be the target of a Navy SEAL search-and-rescue mission. I can already picture the combination of men and machinery they’d send out to collect me. Helicopters and drones, ATVs, kayaks, and horses.

I smile to myself. The truth is, I can do whatever I want. So, I change my mind. I’m doing it.

No one will blame me for wanting to escape the family’s domestic upheaval to soak in the wild beauty up here. They’ll understand. I might as well put my oddball outsider reputation to good use.

I reach in my saddle bag. I’m about to remove my walkie-talkie to let Cal know not to dispatch the troops when I hear an odd noise.

I bring DG to a stop on the trail and listen. It’s the sound of knocking at uneven intervals, just at the top of the ridge. I cock my head to listen. It’s not a woodpecker. Not a beaver or the random cracking of a tree limb. It sounds like someone’s trying to chop wood.

Emphasis on the trying.

But that can’t be right.

There’s nothing and no one out here. No one to chop wood and no permission to chop it. Whatever’s going on and whoever’s doing it has got to go.

I nudge DG to continue up the trail toward the sound.

When I reach the summit and peer out from behind a stand of Ponderosa pine, I pull back in surprise. There’s a woman standing in front of one of the old, ramshackle cabins that dot our property. I have to blink a few times to make sense of what I’m seeing.

She’s tall, with a knockout body and shiny blond hair to her shoulders. She’s wearing a crazy-assed getup. White vinyl go-go boots that go to her mid-thigh, short shorts that leave nothing to the imagination, and a halter top that’s defying the laws of physics to hold up those spectacular tits.

And while dressed like this, she’s wielding an axe like it’s a five-iron on the golf course.

I rub my eyes, half believing I’m having some kind of psychotic break. Maybe spending so much time on my own has caused me to hallucinate.

Hallucinating has to be the answer. Because there’s no reality where a woman in a halter top and go-go boots is hacking up wood on a mountaintop in the middle of nowhere.

Sure, I’ve had a few dreams similar to this scenario, but I’m wide awake at the moment. 

And I’m not the hallucinating type.

Which means the woman is real. So who the fuck is she?

What the fuck am I even looking at?

DG is just as confused. He tosses his head, snorts, and paws at the ground. This causes the axe-wielder to look up, startled. Her blue eyes go huge. She holds the axe in front of her in a defensive posture and slowly backs away, never taking her eyes from my face.

“Get back!” she yells. “I know how to use this!”

I almost laugh. But I laugh about as much as I hallucinate.

“I have to disagree,” I say.

“I’ll kick you in the balls, then! Trust me when I tell you that I’m an expert at that form of self-defense.”

I walk DG closer, dismount, and throw the reins over a low pine branch. “This is private property.

“You’re damn right—it’s my private property!” She’s breathing heavily. I try not to focus my gaze on the rise and fall of her breasts or the way the muscles of her flat belly ripple. “And if you value your private parts, you’ll get back on your horse and get the fuck out of my space.”

 



CHAPTER 2


Frankie

 

I’ve been here one day.

One miserable day.

It’s not exactly the Ritz.

It’s not even a Motel 6.

It’s barely more than an outhouse.

But I thought it would at least serve a purpose, which was to be alone.

Alone, dammit!

A girl on the run is supposed to be alone. It’s the whole point of running!

This is all I get? All I’m allowed to have? Just a single, miserable day of solitude? Why is it so damned impossible for a woman to be alone?

I narrow my gaze at the behemoth standing next to his horse. His huge arms are extended in front of him, palms out as if he’s assuring me I have nothing to fear.

Riiiight.

His scowl carves deep creases in his brow, visible under his cowboy hat. But the scowl and the hat can’t hide the startling purple-blue of his eyes. I’ve never seen eyes like those. They look unnatural.

I don’t recognize him as one of Niko’s men, and that’s the most important thing. 

And I’m absolutely sure I’ve never seen him before, anywhere, in any context. I’m an expert at remembering faces as a rule, but this face in particular? Seriously, if this guy ever crossed my path, he’d already be invading my dreams on the regular.

He’s that hot. 

So, no. Never seen him before.

Which is good, because if I did recognize him, it would mean I’ve been found, which would mean I’m already in a world of hurt.

I can’t let that happen. I can’t let Niko track me down. It would be the end of me.

The axe is heavy, and I can’t get my hands to stop trembling, so the wood and iron are wobbling in my grip. It’s the adrenaline. I take a deep breath and try to get my brain to work.

So this dude doesn’t work for Niko, then who the hell is he?

If his body was less WWE-worthy, I’d think he was a country-western supermodel or a Nashville superstar. But he’s dressed like a ranch hand. An extremely handsome ranch hand.

Not that it matters who this sexy Stetson-wearing gym bro is. He’s as hot as a blow torch. He could easily become a distraction. He’s got to go.

“I said stay back!” I raise the shaking axe. His scowl deepens and he takes a step toward me.

I force the panic from my brain and tell myself that he probably works for that ranch in the valley. From certain spots up here, I can look down on a huge spread. This guy must tend some of the cattle I’ve seen roaming around the area.

But if he’s a ranch hand, they sure outfit their employees with the finest of everything around here, because that giant Quarter Horse of his is worth a fortune. And even though it’s been a long time since I spent any time around horses, it’s impossible to miss the fancy, hand-tooled leatherwork of his custom-made saddle. 

He takes another step in my direction.

That’s when I notice that the cowboy’s hair is the exact shade of strawberry blond as his horse’s. It’s too matchy-matchy to be a mistake.

I sniff the air. Under the notes of trail dust and horse sweat, I smell giant wads of cash. I can detect money from a mile away. It’s one of my many talents and one that has helped me achieve certain career goals working in Sin City.

More specifically, the career goals I set for myself while working at Lynx, the most exclusive “gentleman’s club” in Las Vegas.

The other Lynx dancers call me “Tits with Assets,” because of my investing success. One dancer said I should start an Only Fans empire. Like that would ever happen.

Not now, anyway. Not from up here.

“Back off!” I scream.

He inches closer. He doesn’t walk; he stalks like a panther. Agile. Dangerous. His power is restrained and controlled. I bet he could wrestle a longhorn to the ground with one arm tied behind his back.

There’s probably an audience for that in Vegas. What woman wouldn’t flock to a show starring Cowboy Eye Candy and a big, dangerous bull? There’s an audience for everything in Vegas.

I should know.

He’s still broadcasting his neutrality to me. Shoulders relaxed. Spine soft. Palms out.

He just can’t get rid of his scowl, though. Maybe that’s his baseline, which is probably for the best. Without it, I’d have to admit that he’s the most shockingly attractive man I’ve ever seen.

I feel the top few layers of terror dissolve. I start to breathe normally. Which gives me an opportunity to study him.

I can tell by the easy grace of his movements that he’s a man who lives fully in his body. Since I do the same, I can always spot the trait in others. This is a man who knows how to use his body and is well aware of its capabilities.

I bet he has a lot of capabilities.

I don’t trust those kinds of men. They’ve always got an agenda, and it’s usually one they don’t like to share.

The cowboy takes another step. My knuckles go white on the axe handle, and I lift the weapon over my shoulder. My triceps burn and the panic returns. I gulp down mouthfuls of thin air.

“You’ll regret this, asshole!” I yell.

He points to my pile of wood. “Won’t burn.”

“What?”

“Green. Not seasoned.”

I lower the axe. “What are you—some kind of socially awkward forest ranger?”

I detect a slight twitch of his mouth, but I see nothing in his eyes. They’re humorless and shut down.

“Rancher. Name’s Kevin MacLaine. You’re on MacLaine land.”

“I have no idea who those people are or what you’re talking about, but you’re wrong. Get lost. I have a gun and a deed to this place.”

He arches an eyebrow at me, the first outward sign of any kind of emotion other than the scowl. “Gun’s a smart move. There’s bobcats, black bear…”

“What the…?”

“And rattlesnakes, of course.”

I’m so pissed off I’m seeing spots. I don’t appreciate someone trying to scare me off the land that’s been given to me. Bears? What a crock of shit. There aren’t bears in Nevada!

Right?

“Get off my property.”

He looks down at his boots for a moment. He glances up and locks eyes with me again. “Sorry, but the deed’s worthless. You’ll need to pack up and leave.”

“Make me.”

As soon as the words come out, I want to snatch them from the air, shove them back in my mouth, and put a padlock on my lips. What have I done? This MacLaine dude’s expression has just changed. I don’t see anger.

I see intense curiosity.

I think I prefer the frowning and the dead eyes.

I hold the axe in front of me. I don’t take my eyes off his face. It wouldn’t be safe to. And I don’t want to. Because he fascinates me.

This is a highly sexual man standing in front of me, out here in the middle of nowhere. I know his type—I’ve known a lot of them. He’s the powerful and secretive kind. I don’t like that combo. I like my men approachable and honest.

At least I think I would if I ever met a man like that. 

My rancher friend is a feral, sexy animal.

Holy shit, this man is hot.

I shake my head.

Nope.

Fuckin’ nope to the nope.

Not happening, Frankie. Don’t go there. Don’t you dare let one brain cell go anywhere near there!

And without even meaning to, I laugh out loud. It’s the stress and exhaustion, of course. It’s also because at this point, I really don’t give a shit.

I’m so completely done with men, so exhausted by them. Every single man I’ve ever known has brought me nothing but grief. They always start with potential. With a few of them, I’ve even gotten a hint of something more, a promise of the storybook happy ending. 

Hints of storybook endings can keep me going for a while, even make me blind to huge red flags flapping around in the wind right in front of my face.

But in the end, every relationship I’ve ever fallen into has left me shaking my head and walking away in disgust.

Except the last one.

I didn’t walk away from Nikolai Kozlov.

I ran.

I ran for my life. And I worry that I’ll always have to run from Niko and his buddies.

However many of them are still alive.

“I’ll be back tomorrow,” the cowboy says, turning to leave. “You’ll need to be gone.”

I let the head of the axe hit the ground and I lean on it like a cane. “Or what?”

MacLaine turns back to me, raises an eyebrow, and then casually mounts his expensive horse. I watch him settle into the saddle and expertly turn the horse around. But he immediately spins around to face me again.

That is one giant hunk of man muscle, midway between six and seven feet tall. Despite his size, I just watched him fly effortlessly into his saddle. He’s at home in his skin and even more at home on his horse. I note how he controls that beast like it’s nothing, like it’s an extension of himself. His hands are as light as feathers on the reins.

Dark blond curls poke out from under his cowboy hat and catch the late morning light. His eyes are the color of the millions of tiny wild violets popping up all over this landscape.

He nods ever so slightly at me. “Goodbye. Safe travels.”

 



CHAPTER 3


Special K

 

Instead of staying out on my own for a couple of nights, I turn and ride home. There’s no point in sleeping under the stars when I already know I won’t find any peace.

How could I, knowing I’ve got trespassers to deal with? Trespassers of the mysterious and beautiful kind. The kind who wear thigh-high go-go boots to chop wood.

“Get your head back in the game, asshole,” I say aloud to myself. This causes DG to toss his head and whinny, as if he’s offended by the insult. I pat the side of his muscular neck. “Not you, asshole,” I assure him. “You’re handling this like a pro.”

And he is. I wouldn’t trust just any horse to this rugged series of strait-down trails and switchbacks. DG isn’t even challenged by the steep decline. I’m not sure he even notices.

Once we make it down off the ridge, I cue him to a gallop, give him full range of his head and neck, and we go flying.

We cover about six miles of grazing land when I detect the scent of barbecue on the breeze. When we reach the ranch lane, I bring DG down to a gentle lope, followed by a walk. Once at the horse barn, I dismount and hand the reins to Joe, who leads the panting and sweaty roan to the tack area and wash stall.

I use my hat to beat the dust off my jeans. I run my fingers through my hair and wash my hands in a barn sink. Then I follow the line of smoke to Dad’s place.

When I arrive, I’m not surprised to find my whole family sitting down to lunch. I take a seat at the far end of the long table, as usual. Dad’s lifting steaks off the grill and stacking them on a large platter Evander’s holding.

It’s very unlike Evander to go near anything that might splatter grease on his custom-made suits, but I guess domestication has loosened up that rule of his—and a few others, as well. My middle brother’s wearing slacks and a button-down shirt today. No jacket. No vest. No tie.

No shit—the man looks half-naked.

Dad’s dressed in his usual fashion, though. He’s wearing an apron that reads: “Whatever Happens, We’re Eating It.” He has an impressive collection of these dumb-ass aprons. There isn’t an apron on earth too ridiculous for Jamie MacLaine. Declan once whispered to me, “That man must have balls the size of church bells to wear stupid shit like that.”

Dad’s as fearless as they come, so I guess Declan’s right.

Unfortunately, my seat at the far end puts me too close to Summer and Declan. I’m in the line of fire as they shoot googly eyes at each other across the table for the fuckteenth time today, I’m sure. These two gross me out. I think I liked them better when they pretended they weren’t hot for each other.

“So did you find ‘em?”

“What?” I stare at Summer, shocked by her question.

First of all, I thought she was still undressing Declan with her eyes, which is disgusting, but at least it keeps her occupied. But also, how could she already know about the woman at the Washoe Ridge cabin? Is she reading my mind?

“The cattle,” she clarifies, squinting at me. “Did you find the five head of runaway cattle?” 

Oh. “No.”

Everyone’s gathered at the table now, the whole baker’s dozen of MacLaines. There’s Dad and Aunt Phyllis, the second wife of my late uncle. There’s Cal and Victoria. Finn has his daughter Jasmine and his new wife Emma. There’s Evander and his fiancée Phoebe, and Declan and Summer. 

And me.

I’m the last holdout of the MacLaine men. The only one who’ll forever stay a bachelor.

It’s a badge of honor.

I accidentally glance down the table in time to catch Evander kissing Phoebe on the cheek. They’re planning their official wedding for mid-June at her family’s Travis ranch next door. Even though Evander wanted to elope.

“Whatever Phoebe wants, Phoebe gets,” Evander told me a while back, making me almost choke on my tongue. Evander is the biggest asshole of the whole bunch of us, and I always assumed he’d stay a bachelor like me, just because no woman would ever be able to tolerate the guy.

But Evander’s crazy for Phoebe, and for some reason, she adores him right back. The woman’s a saint.

I look around the table at the domestic bliss. Everyone’s happy. Everyone’s laughing. Summer’s beginning to show, and by the fall, there will be fourteen souls around this table.

How the fuck did this even happen?

Summer’s staring at me. She does that a lot. She’s done that since the day she came to work for us a dozen years ago. Sometimes I catch her looking at me like I’m a science experiment.

Like I’m a slime mold from a far-off galaxy or something.

“What is it, Summer?” I ask her.

“Nuthin’,” she says.

I used to give Summer massive amounts of shit on a constant basis, but that was back in the day, before she became a wife and mother-to-be. Now, I only dish out small amounts of shit and only at certain times.

Like when Declan’s not around.

“Why didn’t you find the strays?” Summer asks, shoveling some potato salad onto her plate.

“Just didn’t.”

“Must be losing your touch,” she notes.

“Nah,” Finn chimes in. “Special K will always find a way to touch the cows.”

Laughter goes around the table. It’s laughter at my expense. Not exactly a shocker. So I let it roll off my back. If they ever get a reaction out of me, they’ll see it as a huge victory. Any emotion from me would only ramp up the attacks.

I’m not interested in feeding that beast.

“I bet Special K was out looking for bears to smack around,” Declan says. “Oh, wait. He’s got all his fingers, so probably not.”

I just shake my head as everyone laughs. Of all the wild shit we did in our rowdy childhoods, my fight with a three-hundred-pound black bear has always taken top prize. That it led to me getting a finger reattached in emergency surgery is just gravy.

“Are you all right, Special K? You look a little out of sorts.” Emma leans across Declan to pat my forearm, smiling.

I shrug. “I’m good. Found a squatter up on Washoe Ridge. Claims to have a deed to a cabin.”

“What the absolute hell?” Evander’s head whips around, and he glares at me. As the lawyer of the family, he’s always looking for his next battle. “We’ll ride up there and drag his ass off our land, and then I’ll file trespassing charges.”

Jasmine shakes her head and purses her lips. “You’ll have to stop cussing like that when Summer’s baby comes, Uncle Evander. I’m nine years old, so I can handle words like hell and ass, but a baby’s not supposed to hear those words.”

“The squatter’s a she,” I say. “A woman.”

The entire table goes silent.

“There’s a woman living in an abandoned cabin on Yosemite Ranch?”

“Yup,” I answer Victoria. Then I spear a rare sirloin with my fork and follow it up with a serving of Aunt Phyllis’s bean salad.

“Who is she?” Phoebe asks.

“No idea. Pass the corn, please.”

Declan hands me the corn, his eyes narrowing. “How’d she get up there? Did she drive up the back way? Did you see a truck?”

“No vehicle that I’m aware of,” I say with my mouth full.

“I bet she’s one of those backpacker hippies,” Dad says. “We’ve had our share of hippies pitching tents on our land and smoking that whacky weed.”

“That was forty years ago,” Aunt Phyllis reminds him. “And they don’t use that term anymore.”

“Hippies?”

“Whacky weed,” she says.

I look down at my plate, trying not to smile. If that beautiful woman in the go-go boots is a backpacker or a whacky-weed-smokin’ hippie, she’s the only one I’ve ever seen who looked like that.

That girl is so hot my brain stopped working when I saw her. She’s fucking gorgeous. Seeing her standing in dirt and pine needles in front of a falling-down shack in the middle of nowhere made my eyeballs vibrate.

Fuck me.

And now I can’t stop thinking about her.

“So maybe just a day hiker, then?” Aunt Phyllis asks.

“Doubt it.” I take another bite of my steak, still fighting a smile. Any kind of hiking is out of the question in those boots.

Finn laughs. “Welp, I guess that’s all we’ll get out of our mime-in-residence.”

Cal scowls at me from the opposite end of the table. “The cabin on Washoe Ridge? That thing’s still standing?”

“Barely.”

“Man, I haven’t been up there since the night that…” Cal cuts himself off and shoves a biscuit into his face, pretending that he hasn’t broached a not-suitable-for-family subject.

Declan snickers.

Jasmine produces one of her dramatic sighs. “Go ahead and say it, Uncle Cal. I’m not a baby anymore.”

“True,” Emma says, wrapping a loving arm around her new daughter. “But you’re still a kid, so you might as well enjoy it.”

Jasmine grins up at Emma, and Finn smiles at both of them. His little family.

Yeah, this lovey-dovey shit can make me queasy at times, but honestly, I’m happy for them all. Each person at this table has gone through hell and back to claim their slice of joy. They deserve it.

Emma fought to let go of a painful past while Finn finally believed he deserved a second chance at a happy family.

Victoria put her crooked father behind bars and Cal let go of his suspicious nature before she was lost to him forever.

Evander and Phoebe endured a deadly, record-breaking blizzard—and then had to deal with the resentment of her five brothers—before they could carve out a future on their own terms.

Declan and Summer somehow held on while the rollercoaster of fate did its best to destroy any shot they had at happiness.

They’ve earned all the good shit they’ve found. They jumped through hoops of fire for it.

Good for them.

And me?

I’m living here on Yosemite Ranch under the open sky instead of behind prison bars. I’m free to do whatever I want and come and go as I please.

There’s a steak on my plate.

It’s all good and I know I’m fucking lucky to have all of it.

There’s nothing more I want out of life.

And I never want it to change.

 



CHAPTER 4


Frankie

 

Fuck it all and fuck it all back again.

The rancher was right.

This wood isn’t burning. How the hell am I supposed to know that the color of wood even matters? Does the green indicate it’s too fresh to catch fire?

Ugh.

Whatever the reason, the wood is hissing and sputtering and hardly putting out any heat. I’m freezing. I didn’t bring the right clothes for May in the high-elevation mountains. I came up here from Vegas, where it’s already ninety-five in the shade. Besides, it wasn’t like I could put any thought into my wardrobe, seeing that I was running for my life and all.

I can’t believe it was only two nights ago that my world turned to shit. I feel like I’ve aged ten years in that time. But that’s all it’s been—two nights.

I close my eyes, allowing my thoughts to wander back to the series of events that led to me being here. I don’t want to remember any of it. I wish I could forget it all.

I can’t. I never will.

The evening started normally enough. Niko insisted I meet him for dinner at one of his favorite hole-in-the-wall restaurants. He wouldn’t take no for an answer, insisting the way he usually did, his voice all smarmy and sickeningly sweet with a hint of threat. I knew I had no choice.

That’s the way it had been with Niko recently. And it was getting worse with every passing day. He always apologized, saying he had a lot on his mind. But then he’d return to asshole territory the first chance he got.

I was planning to break up with him the next time we had some privacy to talk. It wasn’t a conversation I wanted to have at a restaurant.

But about that dinner date… it really bugged me how he made such a big deal about me not being late for our dinner date. He used these words: “If you’re late, things won’t work out in your favor.” What the hell was that supposed to mean? Why did he give a shit about me being late?

This was new.

It should have been a giant red flag, but I met him for dinner anyway. That’s how I became a witness to some kind of gangland murder. And I don’t know what I’m going to do.

Stupid, stupid, stupid.

I’ve really gotten myself in a shit ton of trouble this time. I used to think I’d already made enough bad decisions about men to last a lifetime. But that was before I met Nikolai Koslov—the absolute worst of all my wrong choices.

He seemed so sweet at first. Sweet and rich. I got sucked in. Spoiled. I liked it.

Right up until I didn’t.

And now here I am, huddled in the dark and cold in the middle of the wilderness, wishing I could stop the images from playing out like a movie in my brain: Throats sliced. Blood everywhere. Screaming. The muffled thud of bullets from silencers.

So much death. 

And me, standing out there on the sidewalk watching a real-life Quentin Tarantino scene unfold. If I hadn’t been five minutes late to the party, I would have been a victim instead of a witness to events I should never have seen.

In an instant, I understood that my life was no longer my own. As I turned to run, I saw Niko being shuttled out of the restaurant’s back exit. He turned his head in time to look my way, and his angry eyes burned into mine.

Whatever his plan was for me that night, I ruined it.

And we are. Me and my cat. In the middle of nowhere.

I scratch Pussy behind her ears and pull her close to my chest, staring up at what I assume is the ceiling of this rat trap. I can’t see a thing. “You doing okay, kid?” I ask her. She answers with a deep rumble-purr. She’s so warm and soft. Such a comfort.

She’s all I have.

If anything were to ever happen to her, I wouldn’t survive. Without her, I’d have nothing.

I drop my lips to her fur and breathe her in. I close my eyes as the rest of the events of two nights before unfold in my memory. Each moment. Each decision. How long each step took.

I run to where I parked and haul ass out of there. I power off my phone almost immediately and throw it into the gutter so I can’t be tracked. When I pull up to my little house—the one I’ve worked so hard to buy—I start counting the seconds aloud. The sound of my voice keeps me from losing it.

I pull into my driveway.

Ten seconds—I’m out of the car and inside the front door. Lights off.

Twenty seconds—I grab the wad of cash I keep stashed in the false bottom of my oatmeal tin and shove the roll in my bra.

Thirty seconds to sixty seconds—I stumble around in the dark, snatch the envelope off the kitchen table almost as an afterthought, and run into my bedroom.

One minute to two minutes—I grab Pussy off the bed, shove her in her carrier, and find her leash, harness, and cat backpack.

Two minutes to three minutes—I throw a few random toiletries and clothes into a duffel bag and then empty out the contents of my mini-safe. And I’m out.

Out and gone.

In my gut, I know I’ll never be back.

I gun the car and drive out of Las Vegas, putting some distance between everything I just witnessed and wherever the hell it is I’m heading. An hour out of town, I looked down at myself to find I’m still wearing the low-cut red cocktail dress and stilettos I’d selected for my dinner date that night.

Great.

Two hours in, I stop at a twenty-four-hour Walmart off the highway to get some cat food, a sleeping bag, a roadmap, an axe, and a few food staples. It takes hours more to reach what I think is the general area, and then hours more after that to find what I can only hope is the location.

I get lost more than once and turn around on the endless series of dirt roads until I finally have to admit that I have no idea what the fuck I’ve gotten myself into. All I can see in the headlights is tall trees and black nothingness.

So I pull off the road and crawl into the back of the Toyota, curling up in the sleeping bag with Pussy. I don’t sleep. Pussy doesn’t either. Of course, we don’t. We’re on the edge of a dirt road in the middle of nothing. It’s cold.

I don’t cry. I’m too numb to cry. Too stunned to feel anything at all.

And when the sun finally shows itself, I sit up and look around. I scrabble to the front seat and grab the envelope, take out the folded papers, and laugh out loud at the predicament I find myself in.

I’m pretty sure that was the last time I laughed. I may never laugh again.

With Pussy clutched to me, I stare at the darkness inside this strange little shack. I wonder who built it, how long it’s been here, and how it ended up in Karl’s name.

And instead of sheep, I count the many things I forgot to pick up at Walmart that would make life easier up here.

Warmer clothes and sneakers to start. A flashlight and batteries. Fire starters and charcoal. A bottle of bourbon, for fuck’s sake.

But I can’t be too hard on myself. I was in shock wandering the Walmart aisles in my sexy dinner-date dress. I couldn’t think straight, couldn’t piece together all the items I might need while hiding in a mountain cabin.

It’s not like I’ve ever done this before.

I went camping exactly once in my life, when Dad took me to Crater Lake National Park about a four-hour drive from our tiny town of Pine Haven on the Oregon Coast. I hated that trip. I hated it so much that after one endless night of my bitching and complaining, Dad packed us up and drove us home.

He wasn’t mad at me—but he was disappointed. 

I didn’t like the forest back then and I sure as hell don’t like it now.

The wilderness isn’t exactly my regular habitat. This girl’s got exactly two speeds—the Pacific Ocean or the concrete jungle. That’s it. I’m only interested in nature when a beach or craggy ocean-view cliffs are involved. Otherwise, I prefer traffic and neon lights and coffee shops and late-night dining and shopping.

But what I prefer doesn’t matter anymore, does it? Not after what went down in Vegas.

My comfort zone is irrelevant. The only thing that matters now is doing what I have to do in order to survive, and though I may not like being up here in the middle of Bumfuck, Nevada, I’m glad to be here.

It means I’m still breathing when I’m fairly sure I should be dead. I think I was supposed to die in that bloodbath.

As arranged by the coward and criminal I called my boyfriend.

 



CHAPTER 5


Special K

 

It’s four in the morning, a time when most decent people are asleep. Not me. I’m not asleep. And since it’s been quite a few years since I considered myself a decent person, I guess I’m right on point.

I’m walking under a pitch-black sky alive with stars, so bright that they light my way along the ranch lane as I stroll north.

In the profound darkness and silence, it’s easy for me to imagine what life was like for my ancestor, the one with enough stubbornness to make his way from Scotland’s Isle of Mull to America, volunteer to fight in the Civil War, and buy up a large chunk of the Nevada Territory.

I wouldn’t be surprised if Fergus MacLaine walked this very path on a similarly dark night, trying to imagine what the future held for his family, so far from home. I bet he tried to picture the people who would come after him. He probably asked himself if his descendants would be willing to build upon his sweat and sacrifice.

I’m that future. I’m the youngest in an unbroken line of MacLaine men who made the most of what my great-great-grandfather started. And I know I won’t be the last because my brothers will have sons and daughters to carry on the family name.

But not me.

There was a time I thought differently—I believed differently. Before.

Making my father and brothers proud is what used to drive me through life. I kept raising the bar higher and higher for myself, pushing past what I thought I could bear, over and over again in my determination to carry on the MacLaine name with honor.

That version of me pictured a life of my own making, stretching out in 4K color into my future. I’d marry Harper and have a family. I’d serve honorably in field intelligence and one day become a master chief at Coronado, teaching future generations of SEALs before I retired and returned to life on the ranch. But all that was back before I fucked it all up.

Before I stumbled and fell from grace, nearly taking the reputation of the MacLaines with me.

I kick at the gravel and shake my head.

Tonight’s version of US Navy SEAL Kevin MacLaine, the one wandering the lane in the dark, is a bit different. I’ve set the bar so low for myself that sometimes I think I need a shovel to reach it.

These days, my goal is to keep my thoughts and my fists to myself and disappear into the scenery—as much as a man my size can manage, anyway. I work myself to the bone so that I can fall into bed at night, my mind so dull from exhaustion that I drop into an empty, black sleep. Then I wake up before the sun and start it all over again the next day.

That’s the legacy I’m building for myself.

Something simple. Attainable.

But tonight I can’t sleep. Because of her. And there’s a thrumming inside me. I’m vibrating. Perking up.

Which is beyond stupid. So fucking stupid.

That woman is hiding on Washoe Ridge because she’s got troubles. That woman is trouble. And I know I’m in no position to bring any woman into my life, let alone one who’s dragging a heavy bundle of turmoil behind her.

I got plenty of trouble of my own, more than enough turmoil and regret to keep me busy. I sure as hell don’t need anybody else’s added to it.

When I was a nine-year-old wild child, I thought it would be fun to punch out a three-hundred-pound black bear for shits and giggles. I’m the out-of-control motherfucker who damn-near killed a man with my bare hands three years ago. That he deserved it didn’t seem to matter.

So, no.

Just fucking no. I need to stop thinking about her. Now.

But it’s easier said than done. 

The image of her standing there—axe trembling in her grip and eyes defiant—that vision is forever burned into my brain. I’ve never seen a woman that beautiful, such a flawless collection of elements so perfectly assembled.

Pale peach skin. Natural blond hair to her mid-back. Pale-blue eyes that sparkle with equal parts intelligence and suspicion. That small, straight nose and those full, pouty lips.

And that pretty face of hers. The sweet rise of her cheekbones and the delicate slope of her chin.

Then there’s her body. Holy shit. That kind of body is the stuff of fantasies. My fantasies.

Tall, lithe, and athletic, but all female. Every fucking glorious curve and hollow.

And all of her in such a ridiculously nonsensical setting. On a mountain top in the Sierra Nevada foothills, in the middle of nowhere. The expression “out of place” doesn’t come anywhere close to cutting it.

The sound of my own laughter brings me to a halt on the lane. I must be out of my damn mind. There is no fucking way that a trespasser should be holding my attention or diverting my energy. I got too much going on here at the ranch and at StellaR Tech. I don’t have time for this.

But before I even realize what I’m doing, I turn on my bootheel and head back to the compound. To the horse barn, more specifically. And my brain is swirling. My thoughts are racing. And all I can think of are those boots.

Those white vinyl, thigh-high, fuck-me boots. In a patch of isolated wilderness. At a dilapidated cabin she thinks is hers, for some laughable reason.

Well, fuck it. 

I might never sleep again if I don’t collect intel on why she’s here and who she is and why the holy fucking hell she’s wearing those boots.

I’m moving at a jog as I close in on Finn’s fancy horse barn. Once we started making boatloads of money with StellaR Tech’s national security contracts, Finn sunk most of his take of profits into a Yosemite Ranch horse breeding program, and this palace of a barn is testament to his big plans.

For Cal, it’s been all about investing in additional land and ensuring the ranch’s financial stability. For Evander, it’s been about his fancy clothes, collectible cars, and first-class world travel. For Declan, it’s been his planes and jets and helicopters.

And for me?

Nothing much really, aside from building the home of my dreams, the way all we MacLaine boys have done here at Yosemite Ranch. I’ve given a lot of cash to veteran’s charities and dumped a truckload of money into our little regional hospital. The rest is either put back into StellaR Tech and the ranch or socked away in slow-but-steady investments. I guess I’m pretty boring compared to my brothers.

But then again, none of my brothers screwed the pooch the way I did. Or ended up losing their mojo in such spectacular fashion. None of my brothers doubt themselves the way I do.

Maybe one day I’ll forgive myself enough to find a passion for life again. Maybe someday I’ll find a focus for my time, energy, and money.

What that might be, I’ve got no idea. Being a SEAL was my life passion. It was my career and my purpose. And I’m fairly certain nothing will ever be significant enough to fill the hole created by its absence.

It’s so early that even the stable hands aren’t awake, so when I enter the barn and flip on the lights, I’m greeted with a chorus of equine complaints. I distinctly hear Diego Guapo in the background, singing the song of his cranky people.

I walk along the wide center aisle to my horse. “Rise and shine, my dude,” I tell him, opening the stall door made of shiny wood and anodized steel. DG gives me a serious serving of side-eye as I slip on his halter. “Yeah, I disturbed your beauty sleep. But you’re a MacLaine. We MacLaines get up early to do all the shit that’s got to be getting done. So deal with it.”

As I lead DG toward the tack room, Joe Valencia enters through the back door connected to the bunkhouse. It looks like I disturbed his rest, too.

“Anything I can help you with this morning?” he asks, yawning.

“Sorry if I woke you up, but I got this.” I clip DG’s halter to the cross ties and retrieve his saddle pad. When I return, Joe’s leaning against the wall, raking a hand through his hair.

“Still looking for the stragglers, Special K? Should I saddle up and join you?”

“Nah. I’m good.” I hold the saddle pad in front of DG so he can sniff it since he’s a picky sonofabitch. Then I settle it on his back between his withers and croup. I walk off to fetch a few things from the women’s changing room. I find one of Summer’s warm shearling coats and a pair of hiking boots. It’s not like she’s going to need them in her condition, so why not?

I grab the saddle from the tack room and return to DG. Joe’s staring at me in confusion but says nothing.

Joe and I have been working cattle together since before my voice broke. He’s not just the foreman of all our ranch staff, he’s my friend. Friendships tend to develop when you’re spending days at a time on horseback in each other’s company. Aside from my brothers and Summer, I’d say Joe is the closest friend I’ve got. The only friend, really.

What I like most about the man is that he never expects clever banter from me, or any banter at all. And that’s a rare gift.

“All right,” Joe says with a shrug. He wanders into the break room to start the coffee pot, leaving me to it.

I tie the boot laces together and sling them around my neck, then get the bit and bridle on DG and double-check the girth. Next, I tie up the coat to the cantle, walk DG out the back double doors, and mount.

I ride off.

To Boots, the woman on Washoe Ridge.

 



CHAPTER 6


Frankie

 

It’s still dark but I’ve given up on trying to sleep. It’s pointless. Not only am I freezing my nips off, but I’m hearing weird sounds outside the cabin. Snuffling sounds and cracking twigs.

I’ve known my share of wild animals. But I’m talking about the type who gets kicked out of Lynx for inappropriate behavior and lude comments to the dancers, not actual wild animals.

Like whatever’s out there right now.

“Prrraaaooow,” Pussy tucks her head under my chin and presses her fur against me.

“I’ll protect you,” I tell her, then immediately roll my eyes at my stupidity. I wish I hadn’t been bullshitting the smokin’-hot rancher when I claimed I have a gun. I don’t have a gun. Not on me, anyway.

I left it in the glovebox of my Toyota SUV, which is now buried under branches and dirt a couple of miles down the mountainside. At some point, I need to hike down in my stupid boots and get the weapon because I hate feeling like I can’t defend myself.

I’ve worked extremely hard to never put myself in a position of helplessness. I hate that feeling. More than anything.

But oh, man… what I wouldn’t give for a decent pair of shoes!

I close my eyes in frustration. Running for my life in the middle of the night meant that footwear wasn’t exactly a priority. I drove away in my stilettos and cocktail dress, but lucky me—I found my white dancing boots in the back of the Toyota, along with a few T-back thongs, sequined pasties, a long dark wig, and an economy-sized bottle of body glitter, all of which is really going come in handy here.

In my new life.

In the mountains.

Surrounded by cold air, pine trees, and snuffling wild animals in the dark.

“All right,” I tell Pussy, unzipping the sleeping bag. “Let’s start our day, girlfriend. We got shit to do. There’s a lot on our agenda. Let’s get to it!”

In the darkness, Pussy stares at me through heavy-lidded, neon-green eyes. She hears the customary words—I say them to her nearly every morning—but she knows that on this particular morning, I’m full of it.

We don’t have shit to do and there’s nothing on our agenda—because we don’t have an agenda. I don’t know what the fuck has happened to me, where the fuck I am, or what I’m supposed to do next.

I throw off the warmth of the nylon sleeping bag and immediately regret my decision.

I’m already wearing my only pair of sweatpants and every one of the four shirts I threw in my duffel bag. I’ve got nothing else to keep me warm. So, I slip on my boots sit on the half-broken couch, and stare out the dirty window, waiting for the first hint of daylight.

The instant I see it, I crack open the door and look around for any sign of wildlife. Seeing nothing, I snap Pussy’s leash onto her collar and slip outside. I walk around the front of the falling-down structure, careful to stay close in case a snake or skunk or something worse makes me run back inside.

My breath hangs in the morning air. I see frost on the pine needles.

Oh, man. What have I done?

I stare up at the pale pink of sunrise and shake my head.

Pussy does her business, and I’m grateful that this is one of the many ways she’s unusual for a cat. She enjoys taking walks on a leash. I wish I had a dollar for every time someone in the neighborhood stops to ask how I trained my cat to enjoy going on walks like a dog.

My answer’s always the same. I tell them she’s trained me to go on walks like a cat.

They shake their heads in confusion and tell me to have a good day.

Suddenly, I stiffen. My breath catches. I’ll never walk those average neighborhood sidewalks again, will I? I’ll never return to my average little Las Vegas house. Because it’s all been taken from me.

Nikolai Koslov stole my life. And I let the bastard do it.

I grab Pussy and race back inside. I’m shaking—not from the cold. I’m shaking with fury and loss.

How could I have been so stupid? What was I thinking?

I yank off my boots and toss another log on the fire, still hoping that it will catch and throw off heat. Then I prop several more pieces of wood around the grate in an effort to dry them off a bit before I sink down onto the old couch.

My thoughts go back to Karl.

The night before my life went to shit, I did something completely out of character, something I’ve never even considered doing in my dancing career. A customer offered me a tip other than cash, and I accepted it.

I still don’t know why I did that.

It was the first time I ever made an exception to one of my rules because I set up those rules for a damn good reason. They keep me safe. They maintain a clear dividing line between my professional persona and who I really am.

But on that particular night, after Karl enjoyed his standard private dance, he told me that he was leaving town. He held out an envelope, explaining that he wanted me to have the land his father had left him fifty years before when he’d been a young man.

I stood there in front of my regular client, staring at the envelope in my hand. I don’t know what got into me—maybe it was simply knowing that I’d never see this sweet old widower again—but I nodded and said, “Thank you, Karl.”

I’m pretty sure that moment saved my life.

After work that night, I sat at the kitchen table and opened the envelope. Inside were three sheets of paper. The first was a computer printout from Karl, attesting that the holder of the attached deed and map were rightful owners of the property. He didn’t put my legal name on the deed—because he didn’t know it.

Karl knew me only as Fawn, my stage name. Nobody but my boss knows that I’m Frances Marie Lyles, and that’s only for payroll and tax purposes.

The second sheet of paper I pulled from the envelope was heavier and yellowed, dated 1932, and its message was hand-written in fountain pen. It was a deed to a cabin and one hundred acres on a mountaintop near Sweetbriar, Nevada. My mouth fell open when I saw it.
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