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            Protecting Sarah

          

          BRANDED FILLY RANCH

        

      

    

    
      When Cole Stevens travels from Montana to Texas to close a business deal with his old friend, Chandler West, he never expects to close in on a relationship, too. But with one brief flicker of eye contact in the airport with an attractive young woman carrying a guitar, his heart starts to unravel.

      

      Sarah MacKay, fresh off the South Dakota ranch she grew up on, is touted as the up-and-coming country music singer of the year. Invited to sing at Chandler West’s annual ranch barbecue, Sarah finds herself in opposition with her manager, and Cole steps up to protect her from the smarmy, poor excuse of a human being.

      

      Emotions ride high and sparks fly, and for the first time in his adult life, Cole feels something for a woman that both mystifies and terrifies him. But it’s just a weekend, right? He will be back home at the Branded Filly Ranch in Montana come Monday, and Sarah has a career to get off the ground. Can a love-at-first-sight weekend turn into the happily-ever-after neither of them are looking for?

      

      Then Sarah turns up missing and it’s suspected she’s been abducted by her manager. Suddenly Cole has more to worry about than a love-at-first-sight weekend. Will he lose Sarah before he has her?
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      “What in the hell am I doing here?”

      Cole Stevens muttered that question while wedging his way through the crowd and up to the rotating conveyer belt at the Dallas-Fort Worth airport. He grabbed his one piece of luggage, wishing he had traveled lighter and only carried on, avoiding this whole mess at baggage claim altogether. But he hadn’t. He’d known he couldn’t pull off his second pair of boots in one of those stuff-under-the-seat bags. Plus, the one personal bag he carried on—an old, out-of-style leather briefcase—contained all the paperwork he’d needed to bring with him to Texas. No room for anything else. So, he’d checked the larger one.

      Forcing a thin breath through his lips, he reminded himself it really was okay that he disliked crowds. One of the reasons he generally kept to himself, quietly living out his life on a working ranch in the vast open spaces of Montana.

      He was out of his element here. Crowds made him irritable and grouchy.

      He was ready to be home already. If it hadn’t been for the fact that over the past couple of years he’d reconnected with a childhood friend—which eventually led to a business deal—he’d have never considered leaving Montana and the ranch he ran for his best friend, Gage Parker.

      But there was business to discuss, and according to his friend, more business was done over a barbecue weekend at West Hills Ranch, than anywhere.

      So, he came.

      Business and barbecue—he was definitely in Texas.

      Luggage secured now, he twisted back to push through the throng of people again when a small commotion off to his right caught his eye. A young woman, who looked about as happy as he probably was right now, stood waiting too. As she reached toward the belt, her long blond hair—the other thing that drew his attention to her—glinted off the fluorescent lights. But more than that, he was concerned about the man next to her who simultaneously reached for that same bag.

      They had words. He couldn’t exactly hear what they were arguing about over the hubbub of the airport, but both appeared frustrated and angry. She jerked her arm and reached to the floor to snag the handle of a guitar case at her feet, and as she lifted her face while standing again, her gaze briefly snagged Cole’s. For a fleeting moment, they connected, her big blue eyes soft and misty, like she was holding back tears—and then she broke away. Beside her stood the man, the scowl on his face spoke volumes as he grabbed the suitcase—and her elbow—and marched her off toward the exit.

      Cole hadn’t realized he’d halted during all of that and stood there watching them go. As the man hurried the young woman off, Cole got a sinking feeling in his gut that something wasn’t quite right with that couple, and for some reason, that worried him.

      As much as he wanted to do something about it, he couldn’t. Of course.

      Not my business.

      Still, it nagged at him. Her teary blue eyes pestered his conscience. He was raised to treat women with respect, and it was a code he lived by to this day. Men who abused women or were just downright mean to them, ate at his craw.

      It was one of the reasons he almost quit working for Gage a few years back—until Gage enlightened him about what living a Dominant lifestyle meant, explaining the difference between abuse and domination. It took him a while to understand—and he still questioned sometimes that he truly did—but he also knew it was not a lifestyle for him. He trusted Gage and left his way of living to him.

      But the man in the airport—he was not like Gage and this wasn’t a Dominant thing, Cole was certain. He also knew he was going to have a difficult time getting those misty blue eyes out of his head.

      Resigned, he glanced up at the signs indicating the way to the car rentals, located where he needed to go, and headed that way. He had a two-hour drive to the ranch, given traffic in the city, but that was okay, because he’d likely need every minute of that time to pull his thoughts together. As he rounded the corner, however, he stopped short.

      Leaning against the rental car counter with a big grin on his face was his friend, Chandler West.

      “You son-of-a-bitch.”

      Chandler stepped forward. Grinning wider, he slapped Cole on the back and reached for his hand. Cole dropped his bag and shook Chandler’s hand, then leaned in for a quick bear hug. “What in the hell are you doing here? I was looking forward to the drive.”

      “Now you don’t have to.” Chandler picked up Cole’s luggage. “Drive, I mean. I had some business in Fort Worth and the timing was right, so I decided to attempt an interception. Besides, once we get to the ranch, I don’t know how much time we’re going to have to just sit and talk, so I thought this would be as good a time as any.” He ticked his head toward the sliding glass doors. “C’mon, my truck’s in the parking garage out this way.”

      Cole nodded his agreement and kept up the pace with his old friend. Both men had matured a lot since their younger teen years growing up in Arkansas. Back then, they were hell on wheels. They lost touch with each other for a few years when Cole’s Gran died, and he moved to Montana to live with his uncle. Chandler and his brother, Brice, showed up in Montana several years later.

      He was glad to see his old friend back then. The move to Montana had been difficult for Cole, although the change of scenery had calmed him down quite a bit. He didn’t make friends until he met Gage, and then Amanda. The three of them had been the “three amigos” the last two years of high school—through thick and thin, and through good and bad times. There had been plenty of both.

      Now, Cole was Gage’s ranch manager, and Amanda?—well, Amanda struggled. The relationship between the three of them was complicated, to be sure. He and Amanda never had anything sexual between them, and he loved her like a sister. The relationship she had with Gage was different—and beyond complex. But for this weekend he wasn’t going to worry about her, or the work he’d left behind for Gage. Gage didn’t care about the work, of course, but Cole sure did. He was a man who pulled his weight, valued an honest day’s work, and started what he finished. Always.

      Chandler led him toward the parking garage and Cole followed at a quick pace. They chatted and after a few minutes, Chandler said, “I’m over here.” He pointed to his right and pulled a set of keys out of his pocket. He tossed Cole’s bag into the bed of a classic, cherry-red Ford pickup.

      “What a beauty,” Cole said, admiring the vehicle. “Can’t believe you still have her.”

      Chandler snickered. “For a long time, since my first job up in Montana, if you remember. I loved her more than I loved any woman,” he said. “Then I met Celine.”

      Cole smiled. Chandler had married several years ago, and Cole was as surprised as anyone. Chandler was a man who professed frequently that he would never be tied to one woman and had sworn off marriage. Then Celine came Texas-waltzing into the Montana bar one night where Chandler and Cole were tying one on, and the rest, as they say, was history.

      “I’m looking forward to seeing her,” Cole said to Chandler.

      “She always was, and continues to be, awesome,” Chandler said. “Sweetest little down-home Texas girl…” Chandler’s face lit up as he talked about his wife.

      “You’re a lucky man, my friend.” Cole got into the passenger side of the truck.

      Chandler joined him in the cab from the other side and then punched his arm. “So, what about you? Got a woman on the hook up in Montana?”

      Cole stared straight ahead. Briefly, his mind wandered to the blue-eyed woman in the airport. “No. Nothing serious anyway.”

      “Good.” Chandler started the truck.

      “Good?”

      “Yeah. There will be horny Texas women crawling all over the ranch this weekend, just looking for an eligible bachelor like yourself.”

      “Well shit.” Maybe this weekend would get interesting, fast. And then just maybe, it would be a pain in the ass. He seriously only wanted to spend time with Chandler and discuss the land deal in process.

      Chandler shifted the truck into drive and headed out of the garage and toward the highway.

      “So,” Cole continued. “There will be a crowd there this weekend?”

      Nodding, Chandler said, “The usual plus a few more. Brice will be here, of course, plus several of my Arkansas and Texas cousins, along with any significant others they have hanging around. There are some people coming in from town, and others from a big ranch down near Luckenbach. Never know for sure which of them will pop in and when. We have invited a few special guests too—mostly all business related, but some for pure entertainment. People like to be seen at the annual West Hills barbecue.” He grinned.

      Cole stared through the windshield as they merged into traffic. “Business and barbecue.”

      “Yep. But not all the time. Celine and Lizzie have some fun things cooked up. We’ll be cutting bulls in the morning, so I hope you will help.”

      “Lizzie?”

      Chandler arched a brow. “Oh, yeah. You’ve not met her yet. Lizzie is Brice’s girlfriend. She’s taking care of the entertainment while Celine oversees the guests and food.”

      “Ah. I see. So, Brice finally landed a woman then, huh?”

      Chandler smiled. “Yep. And she sure has softened up that old tough bird.”

      They both laughed, then Cole added, “Be glad to help out, Chandler.”

      “Then we’ll play in the afternoon and evening. Lizzie booked an up-and-coming country music singer for a concert Saturday night. Supposed to be damn good.”

      Cole sat back and relaxed. This weekend could turn out fine after all. “Sounds like good times.” He paused, watching the traffic slow in front of them. “So, you’re sure still want to sell off that tract of land in Paradise Valley? I understand if you’ve changed your mind.”

      Chandler glanced his way. “Absolutely certain. I held onto it for a time thinking I’d get back there to hunt or build a getaway, but now that we’re firmly established here in Texas—and Texas is Celine’s home—I don’t see me being anywhere but here from now on, and particularly, at West Hills Ranch.”

      “She must be some woman.”

      Chandler grinned. “Damn, but she sure is.”

      “Well then.” Cole’s thoughts returned to the land in Paradise Valley. “I made a little trip over there last week. I definitely want to buy if you are selling.” The parcel of land Cole was interested in was about two hours west from where he lived near Billings. It sat between Bozeman and Livingston, bordering the Yellowstone River and the Rankin Rock Creek Ranch, which was owned by Gage’s cousins, Parker Rankin and Callie Rankin Reynolds. It was time Cole started acquiring some land of his own, and there was the potential of some developing partnerships with Gage and Parker. Gage was on a conglomerate kick—wanting to acquire ranch land the way he acquired hotels. It was good for business, but Cole knew Gage couldn’t handle all the new acquisitions on his own. They would have to hire more help.

      But it was all exciting, and Cole was eager to be part of something bigger. Besides the Wests, the Rankins and Parkers were the only other families he’d trust to go into business with.

      “We’ll make it happen.” Chandler reached to twist the knob on the radio. A sweet country melody came wafting through the old speakers. He added, “I think that’s her.”

      Cole looked at him, puzzled. “Who?”

      He nodded to the radio. “The singer who’s doing the concert tomorrow night.”
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        * * *

      

      Sarah MacKay twisted back to see if she could spot her manager making his way through the crowd. It was a wonder that he had let her out of his sight. Normally he was stuck to her hip like glue, and to be honest, she was a little relieved she couldn’t locate him. She didn’t care for clinging, hovering people and Max Engler certainly fell into that category.

      In a very creepy sort of way.

      Her women friends in the industry said that was just what managers do, and to tolerate it. She was his asset, and he needed to watch her like a hawk. Okay, she could buy that, but there were times it just felt—icky.

      The way he leaned into her.

      The way he put his hand at the small of her back.

      The way he air-kissed her cheek and lingered way too long close to her ear.

      Ick.

      She was twenty. He had to be close to forty. To say the least, she wasn’t into older men. And she definitely wasn’t into getting ahead by sleeping with one.

      She glanced back again. There. About a hundred feet behind her. She guessed she’d lost him in the shuffle after they left baggage claim, telling him she needed to find a restroom. Had she intentionally ditched him? Yes. For the past four hours or so, she’d suffered through his closeness, his cocky attitude with the flight attendant and his gawd-awful aftershave, on the flight from Nashville to Dallas. Not to mention his arrogant attitude as they were picking up their luggage.

      Bastard.

      She needed a breather.

      This would be the first gig—and the last—she’d travel with him. After all, she was the boss, not him.

      Right?

      Ducking into a family restroom, she realized she needed more than a few minutes without him and couldn’t wait to get to the ranch for some quiet down time. But for now, this moment would have to do. A moment to un-people and collect her thoughts, to steady herself for what’s to come. Evidently, there was a car waiting outside to drive them to the ranch. Another hour or two of proximity with Max—the man, she’d been told, would do wonders for her singing career. But Sarah didn’t want to spend any more time with him than she had to.

      She was hungry as hell but didn’t want to ask him to stop for food. That would only prolong the trip to the ranch. Maybe she could get something to eat from one of those grab-and-go places here in the airport on the way out. She wanted away from him as soon as possible. Good Lord, this weekend couldn’t be over fast enough.

      She locked the door and stared into the mirror. It shouldn’t be like this. Should it?

      She’d hooked up with Max a few months ago, and before long, he had negotiated a contract with Nash Rhodes’ label in Nashville.

      She was thrilled, of course. For a moment. Until Max started harping on the fact that she didn’t have enough songs written yet for an album, didn’t get billed high enough for a Nashville charity event, and she’d not yet been picked up to open for anyone on tour.

      Sarah kept telling him these things take time.

      He kept telling her he knew this business better than she did, and things weren’t moving fast enough.

      Which was why she here in Texas in July. It was early in the month but still, it was hotter than blue blazes—and here she was heading to some rich cowboy’s summer fundraiser barbecue. Even though she insisted to Max that singing at a barbecue was not going to advance her career—and her time was better spent in the studio writing—he had none of it.

      Exposure, he said. You need it. Plus, they were getting paid.

      Um, didn’t getting runner-up on the American Star country music talent show count for anything, and qualify as exposure?

      He quickly combatted with, “You didn’t win. You have to work harder.”

      Well. Sarah stared at her reflection. “This is me working harder,” she whispered. Rolling her eyes, she set her things down in the corner, used the bathroom, and attempted to fix her fading makeup. Who knew what kind of time she’d have once arriving at the ranch? Max hadn’t revealed much of her schedule other than the fact she was the headliner tomorrow night.

      Maybe she could sneak away and find some quiet time later this evening.

      A knock sounded at the door. “Sarah! The car is waiting. Come on, dear. I’m hungry.”

      Dear. Well shit. She shook herself and suddenly felt like she wanted to take a shower. She was anything but his dear.

      “Coming.”

      Once last glance in the mirror. Her long hair swung as she turned. She parked her cowboy hat square on her head and checked her eyeliner one more time. Smoothing her hands over her wrinkled skirt, she glanced down at her favorite boots. They fit her like gloves and gave her a lot of comfort in more ways than one.

      This South Dakota girl grew up in boots. Of course, everyone in Nashville wore boots. But for her, wearing them reminded her of home.

      Sweet Grass Ranch. She missed home, and her brothers, already.

      “Sarah!”

      “Coming!”

      Geez. She headed for the door and twisted the handle with a sigh.
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        * * *

      

      A few hours later, Cole stood on the front veranda of the West Hills Ranch main house and stared over the Texas vista rolling out in front of him. He tipped his hat back off his forehead and wiped a ring of sweat away with the heel of his palm. He was used to Montana heat, but this was different. Maybe more humid. Hell, he didn’t know. It was just damn hot.

      Another reason he was glad he’d just be here for the weekend.

      Chandler’s house in Texas was nothing like what Cole had expected—and was unlike anything the boys grew up with in rural Arkansas. When they were young, the two spent a lot of time together, or at each other’s trailer. He felt a pang at the remembrance. Chandler lost his mother early in life and lived with his alcoholic dad and older brother, Brice. Cole was raised by his grandmother until he was fifteen. Life wasn’t always easy, but they grew up happy. When his Gran passed, Cole lived in the trailer alone, although no one is really alone in a trailer park. Everyone knew everyone’s business and Cole had plenty of people to look after him.

      But he was still only fifteen, and soon social services came knocking wanting to put him into foster care.

      His father had died in a car accident when he was five. He had no idea where his mother was—she took off when he was barely six. So, he escaped the clutches of social services on a bus to Montana one day instead of going to school. There, he set out to find an uncle he’d never met and ended up living with him on a working cattle ranch. That’s where he’d learned how to be a damn fine cowboy and more.

      Later, Chandler and Brice ended up in Paradise Valley, Montana, too. They took off the evening Chandler graduated from high school to find work on the ranches. The three ended up staying for several years. Cole found good work for Gage Parker on his ranch outside of Billings. That connection led Chandler and Brice to the Rankin Ranch—also owned by Gage’s family—outside Livingston. They all worked hard and put down roots in Montana for several years, until Chandler met Celine, and Brice got wind from cousins of better pay down south, so they all headed to Texas.

      Along the way, however, Chandler had bought the piece of land that bordered the Rankin Ranch. His plan had been then to keep working with Brice and save enough money to build a house there in the future—he had always planned to return to Montana—but those plans fell through after they got to Texas.

      Now, Cole was here to buy that piece of land from him. And from the looks of things here in Texas, Chandler really didn’t need that five-hundred acres up north.

      The West Hills Ranch house was all Texas, that was certain. Growing up in the Texarkana area, near the tri-state borders of Texas, Arkansas, and Louisiana, Chandler had always loved the deep south and elegant homes. He’d brag that one day he’d own a huge ranch and by golly, that was exactly what he had done. Hills balanced the flat land radiating out behind the home and farther out, a small lake bordered the property. Cole surveyed his surroundings and smiled. No wonder Chandler was no longer interested in the acres he’d bought in Montana.

      Taking a drink of the cold beer he’d been handed by someone a few minutes earlier, Cole wandered the wrap-around, sweeping porch to the back of the house. That someone was probably a West—he knew Chandler had a slew of cousins. Or maybe he wasn’t unrelated at all. No matter. A beer was a beer, and he was glad for something to wet his dry whistle.

      Cole sat in a wooden rocker after he rounded a corner and squinted, watching a trail of dirt billow up in the distance from the east.

      After another long drink of beer he was finally cooling off.

      He turned toward the cloud of dust heading up the West’s long drive. Someone else was on their way into the main residence. The people had been coming ever since he arrived. Some stayed here at the main house, he had gathered, and others with cousins and family. There were a few hotels in the area that likely picked up the overflow. Cole didn’t know a soul, of course, but as he’d wandered through the crowd earlier, he’d heard snatches of conversation and deduced that there were at least a couple of pro football players, some high-roller businessmen, and lots of friends of the family. Perhaps a few enemies, too.

      Lizzie and Celine seemed to have everything under control as they ushered people off to rooms to settle in—just like they’d done with him when he’d arrived. Everyone got special treatment—he’d forgotten about southern hospitality over the years—and determined that being catered to occasionally was nice.

      But right now, it was quiet on the wide porch and he was alone. For several minutes, he sat in solitude and watched the lone vehicle make its way up the long road. The closer it drew, the emptier his bottle got. As the black town car pulled up to the house, he stood and started to head inside to snag another cold one—but as the driver got out and then opened the rear passenger door, he stopped. A pair of shapely, boot-clad legs poked out and he suddenly forgot about the beer.

      She stood and his heart jumped. Her waist-length blond hair fell like a waterfall from beneath a black felt hat encircled with turquoise. Her black, lacy skirt flounced around her thighs as she turned toward the rear of the car. Her boots—also black and well worn, he could tell—were stitched with turquoise. She wore a faded denim jacket over a low-cut white top. But the thing that caught him more than all of that, was the dewy-eyed look of innocence she tossed his way. Blue eyes, no longer teary, but tired. Their gazes hooked and held, laced with remembrance and acknowledgement, then the man exiting the limo behind her took her elbow and ushered her to where the driver had placed their luggage.

      Hell. Who was this bastard?

      The young woman leaned over to pick up the guitar case set out on the ground by the driver, and Cole suddenly wondered if she was the singer for tomorrow night.

      “I’ll get that,” he overheard the man say.

      “No. I have it,” she replied, referring to the guitar case.

      “You don’t need to carry your own damned guitar,” he said rather boastfully and reached for it again. “We’ll get someone to bring this stuff inside.”

      The young woman stepped back and stared at him, jerking the guitar away. “No one carries my guitar but me,” she said louder.

      He glared. “Sarah. Act like a star, dammit, and let me get someone to carry your fucking guitar.” He shouted and grabbed her arm.

      She resisted, and the guitar flew out of her hand and tumbled into the dust.

      “Dammit!” Her eyes flew wide and she looked startled. She lunged for the handle again.

      He snatched up the guitar and pushed her out of the way.

      She stumbled. “What are you doing?” she yelled.

      “Hey!” Cole was halfway down the steps.

      The woman’s gaze shot his way and they connected again. Simultaneously behind him, the front door burst open and Lizzie raced down the steps past him, followed by Celine. They rushed toward the woman as she tore her gaze away. Cole noticed her hands trembling as she spoke to Lizzie. He breathed deep, wanting to punch the son-of-a-bitch standing beside her, who was now putting his arm around her shoulder.

      She flinched. It was a visible, noticeable cringe. And right then and there, Cole decided he hated the guy, whoever he was. The women chattered back and forth, and she was trying to be animated and excited, but he could tell she was uneasy. Soon, they all made their way toward the porch and headed up the wide steps. The asshole set the guitar on the ground and left it there with the luggage, sitting at the edge of the driveway.

      The SOB had his hand at the woman’s back, like he was pushing her up the steps. Briefly, Cole’s gaze caught with hers again as she ascended. She blinked once, and he wondered if it was an acknowledgement that she appreciated his attempt at help. He didn’t know.

      The guy beside her gave him the eye too. He paused, pulled some bills out of his pocket, and shoved them into Cole’s hand. “Bring the luggage in, boy, and don’t dawdle.”

      Cole stood his ground but intentionally bumped the man’s shoulder as he passed.

      He was not the kind of man to pick a fight—in fact, Cole preferred to keep his life low-key and humble—but a sudden fire in his gut told him before this weekend was through, he and this man would have words.

      Maybe more.
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