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Chapter 1

[image: ]




Devon Sweets barely dodged the first blow before another fist landed against his gut. Light on his feet he bounced to his left and grabbed her wrist before spinning Savannah Weston around and shoving her away. 

He took a moment to slide over the mat while he sucked in a deep breath. 

Ever since Savannah started at the Shadow Agency, Devon trained with her. She was more than capable in defensive strategies, but they worked on procedures with a focus on teamwork inside their private security business. And it never hurt to keep training. Plus, it certainly wasn’t a hardship to be around her. 

“Running away, old man?” she taunted. He laughed as the wicked smile stretched across her face. Her fists at the ready as she bounced around the mat. 

“In your dreams, cupcake. And what’s with the old man business? I’m only three years older than you.” He knew what she was trying to do. She wanted him distracted so she could sneak a leg sweep but he wasn’t born yesterday. 

When she finally went in for the sweep, he jumped out of reach. 

“Nice try but you’re going to have to be quicker than that,” he said. 

Her eyes remained steady on his hands as she circled the mat. Her fists ready to strike. She didn’t respond to his ribbing and he wondered what was going through that pretty head of hers. 

He took a moment to appreciate her shapely curves as his mind fell straight down the gutter. The leggings fit her like a second skin leaving little to the imagination. And past her loose tank top, he caught glimpses of her sexy pink sports bra underneath. Her dark hair was piled on top of her head in a messy bun. 

She proved to be quite the distraction. He only hoped his shirtless chest was having the same effect on her though she appeared unfazed by his attire, or lack thereof. 

Her stance changed like she was gearing up for a swift kick to his side so he quickly prepared to grab her and throw her to the mat. Only when he did, she outmaneuvered him. 

She flipped around and down on the mat. His arms trapped in her tight grip as she squeezed his head between her thighs. She seemed inclined to keep him in that position and there was no way he was tapping out. 

Time to play dirty. The bad guys wouldn’t take it easy on her so why should he? 

He turned his head and nipped the inside of her thigh which was resting against his face. She immediately let go of his arm and sat back. 

Before she could retreat further, he rolled up and over until he straddled her. 

He trapped her arms above her head and held his body tight to her so her knees couldn’t slam into his groin. 

When he looked down at her, he smiled. She fumed with anger underneath him. She was all pinched lips and grinding teeth as she eyed him. He had the strongest urge to kiss that anger away but that would be inappropriate. And biting her leg wasn't? He chastised himself. 

“What the hell was that?” She squirmed underneath him trying to free her hands but he wouldn’t budge despite the fact that she was rubbing him in all the wrong places. Or maybe he should say, all the right ones. 

“What do you mean?” He batted his eyes innocently at her even though he knew exactly what she was talking about.

“You bit me. What are you, five?” She squirmed again so he put a little more of his weight down on her. He loved her dedication to sparring. She had a never die attitude which was part of why he pushed her harder than the other agents. 

“So, you didn’t like it? Hm, I’ll have to store that away for the future.” She froze as she stared up at him with wide eyes. He swallowed hard, worried that he made a mistake and misread the situation. 

“I’m beginning to think you’re a lawsuit waiting to happen Mr. Sweets.” Her words stopped him in his tracks. The smile fell from his face. He suddenly felt a sickness wash over him and his grip loosened on her. 

In a flash, she had bumped her legs against his butt pushing him forward onto her chest while her arm shoved him to the side and onto his back. Suddenly, she was the one on top with a satisfied smile on her face. 

“Well played, agent,” he said looking at their situation and forcing himself not to push his hips into her. Not to grab her hips and hold on for dear life. He could use a number of moves to reverse their position but he wasn’t fully recovered from her dirty tricks. His heart was still beating out of control as he pondered the ramifications of his actions. His mouth on her inner thigh was a lawsuit waiting to happen.

“It’s back to agent now that I kicked your ass? What happened to cupcake?” She stood and gave him a hand up which he reluctantly took. As soon as he was standing he dropped her hand and clenched his fist as his side. 

“No, agent. I just don’t want to get hit with a lawsuit as you so elegantly put it.” He wasn’t mad that he lost. He was worried that their back-and-forth banter was going to cause trouble. In his mind, he believed she enjoyed the flirting but if it was unwanted attention, he’d have to start distancing himself from the temptation. 

“I’m sorry. It was an underhanded tactic but you deserved it after what you did.” She rubbed her thigh where he’d bitten her. Devon didn’t say a word. The smile dropped from her face and she took on a solemn tone as she added, “Dev, let it go, okay. I just said it to throw you off. It won’t happen again. I don’t want things to change. Please.” 

He breathed a sigh of relief. He didn’t want things to change either. 

“So, you like it when I call you cupcake and nip at your leg?” He flashed his most devilish smirk and she rolled her eyes. There was still a nagging in the back of his mind but he pushed it down and tried to put a smile back on her face. 

Grabbing her towel, she wiped the sweat from her face and shook her head at him.

“You are hopeless, Sweets.” He was just about to respond when Nate ran into the gym.

“Dev, call on line 3,” Nate said.

“Take a message.” Devon stared Savannah down like he was ready to pounce. Maybe the interruption was good because his self-control was razor thin after rubbing against her in those tight yoga pants for the last twenty minutes.

“Take it. Trust me,” Nate said with authority in his voice. 

Devon clenched his jaw tight before he responded gruffly. 

“I’ll be there in a second.” 

He grabbed his shirt off the bench and strolled past Savannah taking extra care to brush his arm against hers. 

As he passed her, he muttered, “This isn’t over, cupcake.” Then flashed a wink before he ran to his office upstairs. He grabbed the phone, throwing his t-shirt onto the desk.

“Sweets.” 

“Oh Devon, I—I needed to talk to you.” His mother’s panicked voice had him tensing.

“Mom? What’s wrong?”  he asked as he stood straighter and waited for her reply. 

“Your father. He’s in the hospital. He was riding and his horse got spooked. He fell and hit his head. Your brother is on his way and your sister is with me. I don’t know what to do.” His mom only rambled when she was scared. 

While soothing his mother, he snagged his cell phone from his desk drawer and bought the first ticket to San Antonio. Then he shot a text to Nate and Jason letting them know what was going on. 

“I’m on my way to the airport right now. As soon as I land, I will head to the hospital. You don’t have anything to worry about mom. Dad is strong and it’s going to take more than a tiny bump on his head to take him down.” By the end of their conversation his mom had stopped rambling and the sniffling of tears slowed. Devon on the other hand was a mess. 

Forgetting everything, including his shirt, he ran out of his office and straight into Savannah. Trying to avoid falling they ended up smashed against the wall with his body trapping hers. His mind was a jumbled mess and he tried to ignore the tingle that swept through him at her nearness. Her hands rested against his chest and he felt the heat from her palms brand his skin. He immediately backed up and ran his fingers through his hair. He needed to focus. His family needed him.

“Sorry,” he muttered before continuing his trek to the parking lot. 

He didn’t know she followed him until her hand wrapped around his arm stopping him before the sidewalk. He pulled his arm away and kept going.

“Wait up a minute,” Savannah yelled.

“I can’t. I have to go,” he said more gruffly than necessary but he was in a hurry and too worried about his dad. Plus, her touch felt too good. He wanted nothing more than to wrap his arms around her and enjoy the comfort but he couldn’t allow himself the pleasure. Not when his dad was hurt and his mother needed him. 

“Just tell me what’s going on. Is everything okay?” She continued to follow him.

“No. My father is in the hospital and I need to get to the airport so I don’t miss my flight.” She grabbed his arm again and he ignored the surge of longing as he turned on her. 

“Dammit Savannah, I have to go. I can’t deal with this shit right now.” She jerked back only the slightest before she stood her ground.

“I know you’re worried about your father. I was going to suggest you let me drive you to the airport. My truck is right here and I can take you now. Then you won’t have to pay for parking.” He ran his fingers through his hair feeling like a complete ass. She was trying to help and he snapped at her.

“Yeah, that would probably be better. Thanks.” He started to walk to her truck when she pressed her hand to his chest. His bare chest once again igniting that spark.

“Whoa there, Cowboy. Maybe put a shirt on before you cause chaos at the airport.” There was a smart-ass remark lingering on the tip of his tongue but he couldn’t bring himself to spit it out. He liked her touch and wanted more but now was not the time. His dad and family needed him. 

***
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Blair Hudson crept through the darkness with only her small flashlight and pepper spray. She knew there was something fishy going on at the Mason’s homestead but she couldn’t put her finger on it. Well, technically the Mason’s didn’t own it anymore. 

If only she hadn’t been on assignment, maybe she could’ve stopped the sale. Now, that crooked billionaire jerk, Bill Saxon, owned the property. He planned on turning it into another resort for tourists. Either way, Blair knew something wasn’t right and she was determined to figure it out. 

She’d watched the property for the last two days. There was a lot of activity and a lot of men with guns hidden under their jackets. It was a risk but she was determined to figure out what it was they were guarding so closely.

She was going to do what she did best, investigate.  

A couple nights ago, she cozied up to the billionaire’s lackey at the bar to see if she could get some information. Pretending to be drunk worked in her favor. The fool left his phone at the bar to use the bathroom and she took the opportunity to sneak a peek. That was how she got a partial picture of an old map. It almost looked like a mix between a broken treasure map and a property map. 

That night she took the partial map home and compared it to the property map of the Mason’s homestead she snagged from the county building. She noticed a tunnel entrance on the map that she hadn’t stumbled on before despite all her years of exploring the property. 

Normally, she could easily navigate the land but in the dark, equipped with only a tiny flashlight put her at a disadvantage. She also didn’t want to draw attention to herself by lighting the whole area. So there she was creeping around with the smallest light possible hoping like hell she was going the right way and nobody would spot her. 

Blair knew this was a bad idea but that didn’t stop her. She needed answers. The Mason’s deserved answers. And she was no stranger to risk. 

As an investigative reporter she tended to get into more than a few sticky situations. Only this story wasn’t meant to get her on the cover of magazines or put her in front of the camera. This one was personal.

Crack! Her head jerked to the right as she heard the unmistakable sound of gunfire break the silence of the night. She pulled her flashlight close covering the light as another shot rang out. She suppressed the squeal as the bullet hit the bale of hay behind her.

Her heart beat out of control as she sprung into a full on run back to her car hoping she was on the right path. 

She was almost to her car when she heard another loud crack. The searing sting of a bullet tore through her upper arm. She yelped in pain and grabbed her arm covering the wound. Though it slowed her down she didn’t stop. 

She stumbled the last few steps to her car before hopping in and peeling out of the hidden back driveway. A shot tinged against her bumper and she jumped in fear that the next one might slam into her head. 

Her hands shook as she struggled down the gravel road leaving the property she once called her sanctuary. The Mason’s had been there for her in ways most people wouldn’t understand. No, they weren’t her family but they were the closest thing to family that she had now.

A safe distance away from the shooter, Blair looked at her arm which was still bleeding. She fought the dizziness swimming in her mind and drove straight to the sheriff’s department. Surely, they would take her seriously now. 

***
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Devon drove the rental car straight to the hospital. The whole way there his mind should have been on his dad and family but he couldn’t turn his thoughts away from Savannah. She was a freaking lawsuit waiting to happen just like she joked. 

She was sweet temptation. Like a cupcake when you’re on a diet. Sugary and delicious but going to cost you in the end. Yet her voice was the one whispered in his dreams. Her touch was the one that set his soul on fire. And her smile could light his way even in the darkest of moments.

During their sparring sessions he couldn’t help but find a way to get up close and personal which only amplified his need to take things further. But he didn’t do relationships. He didn’t do happily ever after. And he couldn’t play the “friends with benefits” game with his employee. Yet, he wasn’t sure how much longer he could keep his hands to himself either. Perhaps it was time to cut and run. Maybe he needed to assign Savannah to another partner. 

When he talked to Jason and Nate about his struggle, they told him to suck it up because Savannah was one of the best agents they had. And together, they were the best team in the agency. Apparently, the chemistry wasn’t just sexual. They had cohesion on and off the job.

Devon had always thought there was no team better than him, Nate, and Jason. Then Savannah came along. Their cases not only closed in record time but they matched each other’s thinking and skill without a plan of attack.

Savannah had a take charge attitude but she also had a keen ability to read people. So, like him, she knew what to expect and they played off of each other’s strengths. 

He wasn’t willing to give up such a great workplace dynamic for a roll in the hay that would lead to heart break. Her heart break. He may be a player but he wasn’t a complete jackass. At least he didn’t think he was.

He shook off the thoughts as he pulled into the parking lot and raced into the waiting room. He didn’t see anyone so he called his mom’s phone. When she didn’t answer, he tried his brother and sister. He clenched the phone tight in his fist and marched up to the nurse’s station demanding to know something.

A quiet but stern nurse told him what room his father was in but didn’t give him more than that before she rushed into another patient’s room. 

Devon hustled down the hallway scanning each room number as he went until he found his father’s room. He burst through the door expecting the worst, only to find his family sitting around like it was a casual Sunday afternoon on the porch with some freaking sweet tea. 

“What’s going on?” Devon couldn’t hold back the bite in his voice. He’d just spent hours trying to get to them. Hours worrying about whether his dad was okay. No one called or texted him. Yet there they were sitting and chatting like nothing even happened. When he spoke, everyone jumped and looked away. At least they had the decency to look shameful.

“I’m sorry, son. You shouldn’t have flown out here. I’m fine.” His father was the first to speak. The white bandage on his head telling a different story than he was spouting.  

“You hit your head and were unconscious. Mom couldn’t get any information when she got here.” His teeth hurt from how tight his jaw was clenched. 

“I should’ve called you but you were already on the plane. What was I supposed to do?” His mother interjected with a small smile on her face. He knew she could easily play the innocent mom card but she didn’t. 

“At least leave a message to let me know he was okay so I didn’t break every traffic law getting here,” he huffed. He needed a break. The tension with Savannah and now this. They all stared at him like he grew two heads but he just spent the last few hours alternating between his situation with Savannah and what he might find when he got to the hospital. He paid extra to take the first flight out and rented a car. Of course, his dad was worth it but it didn’t lessen the tension of the last few hours.  

“Take it easy, little brother. Dad did get hurt and things could’ve been worse. We’re lucky he’s okay. They’re still going to keep him for observation and he was told to take it easy for a bit because he sprained his wrist when he fell.” His older brother Shane slapped him on the back before he pulled him in for a hug. And though it didn’t fix everything, it did loosen him up a bit.

He walked over to his mom and sister giving out hugs then checked out his father as he stood by his bedside. Under the white bandage was a huge knot on the side of his father’s head and his wrist was wrapped in another bandage. 

“I’ll stay for a few days and help Shane so you can rest and recoup,” Devon said immediately. He hated seeing his dad laying in a hospital bed looking far too vulnerable. He couldn’t remember a time where he ever saw his dad in a hospital gown or with bandages for that matter. 

“We would love to have a few days with you. It’s been too long,” his mother said perking up again clearly making the most of the situation. 

Devon couldn’t help feeling like they were all going to exploit this time as much as possible. He didn’t make many trips home. He went from the military, to the FBI, and now the security business with his friends in Washington. He didn’t take breaks and he was always moving from case to case. Maybe this time away would be a nice refresher from reality. A way to clear his head of Savannah. 
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Chapter 2
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Devon spent most of the evening taking care of business. He needed clothes and toiletries for a few days since he didn’t have time to pack. Then he called Jason and Nate to give them an update on his dad and a rundown of his current cases. Despite the fact that he could do some work from his parent’s house, they insisted he take the time off to enjoy his family. After he hung up, he was exhausted. 

For the night, he decided to stay in the main house. His mother and father were at the hospital. When he tried to get his mom to leave the hospital to rest, she insisted on staying. Her words echoed in his mind, “we haven’t spent a night away before and we aren’t going to start now.” 

The next day, when they were back home, he’d move to the guest house. As much as he loved his family, he needed his privacy. 

As soon as he sat down on his bed, his phone buzzed. He groaned at the intrusion until he saw who the message was from. Savannah. Hey, just checking in to make sure you’re doing okay. Call me anytime day or night if you need to talk. 

He smiled as he read her words. When she’d driven him to the airport, she spouted off random facts. Probably trying to distract him from worrying which didn’t surprise him. What did surprise him was how smoothly she pulled it off. Like dropping those facts was regular conversation for her. Then again, she always made everything look easy.

I’m going to be gone for a few days so you may have to spar with Dean instead. My dad is fine. Minor injuries. He sent the message back to her not expecting a response. A moment later his phone buzzed again. 

I’m glad your dad’s okay. But how are you doing? Is there anything I can do to help? After he read her text, he couldn’t stop himself from hitting the call button. He was tired of imagining her voice. He needed to actually hear it.

“Hey old man, getting tired of texting?” She chuckled at her own words which had him relaxing almost instantly. The sound was like music to his heart.

“Is that how you answer your phone, cupcake?” Even though she couldn’t see him, he smirked in response. 

“I guess it depends on whose calling. I like to mix it up. Keep people on their toes. My favorite way to answer the phone is whisper strange things and see if people hang up or keep talking.” That had him laughing out loud.

“What the hell does that mean? What strange things do you whisper?” He relaxed his head back onto the pillow and sunk further into the bed.

“Oh, you know, things like “the job is done. Meet me at 5 to dump the body” and “do not under any circumstances open the box inside the panty drawer” it’s weird but I get a kick out of it.” He could hear the smile in her voice and wished more than anything he was video chatting with her. 

“I guess I got off easy then,” he said.

“You didn’t answer my question.” Her voice turned serious and he wanted more than anything to bring that laugh back. Instead, he turned his attention back to their conversation trying to remember what he’d missed. “Are you okay?” She put extra emphasis on the word “you.” 

“Yeah. I mean I was upset when I first got here but everything’s okay now. My dad should be able to come home tomorrow. I offered to help with the ranch but they said they have enough people that they don’t need me. So I decided to stay a few days and be sure that nothing changes. Then I’ll be on my way home.” There was a moment of silence before he heard a slight chuckle. 

“What’s so funny? Are you watching TV while we’re talking or something?” he asked. 

“I just—I can’t picture you on a ranch.” She laughed a little harder after she admitted it.

“What do you mean? I grew up on this ranch. I know everything there is to know about running this place and I can rope with the best of ‘em, cupcake.” He was slightly insulted. What was it about him that said he didn’t know his way around a ranch? 

“You may have grown up there but the fact of the matter is you don’t look like a cowboy. At least not one who works on a ranch.” She razzed him about the fact that he gels his hair with a swoosh, wears cologne every day, his attire includes combat boots and cargo pants, and she couldn’t picture him on a horse. He may not look the part but ranching was in his blood. 

He threatened to fly her down so she could see how wrong she was, but in all honesty, he couldn’t handle her being at his family home. Seeing her with everyone would be unbearable and that thin veil of control he held onto would burst. He knew, without a doubt, that she would fit perfectly into his family. And that was dangerous. He was not a commitment kind of guy. Not since his last big relationship. 

By the end of their conversation, he realized how tired he was but he didn’t want to let her go. Hearing her voice and her laugh was the most relaxed he’d been all day. He didn’t want to lose that by hanging up. 

“I should let you get some sleep. You’ve had a long day. Don’t hesitate to call me if you need to talk,” she said into the phone and he wondered if she was tired too or if that breathy voice was attributed to something else. 

“Thanks, cupcake. See you in a few days.” He hit the red button hanging up and held onto the sweet sound of her voice as he drifted off into a deep sleep. 

***
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The last thing Blair remembered was collapsing inside the police station. She drifted a few times on the way but still managed to make it. 

She woke up in a hospital bed with a police officer standing guard. When she tried to move her wrist, she found it cuffed to the rail. Jerking hard she tried to yell but her throat was dry and only a tiny croak came out.

“Let me out of these cuffs.” Her withered voice lacked the authority she was trying to convey. The officer was already walking toward her when she spoke.

“Tell me how you got shot and I’ll consider it.” He pulled a key out but didn’t move to release her. 

“I don’t understand. I’m the victim and you have me cuffed to the bed.” She jerked on the cuffs again to make her point. Her head felt like it was splitting in two and she needed water but she didn’t want to show weakness in front of this tool. 

“As soon as you explain yourself cuz from my perspective, you come into the police station with a gunshot wound and pass out. For all I know, you killed someone or broke into their home and they got a shot off defending themselves. Anything could’ve happened. So, you explain your story and then I will see about getting you out of those cuffs.” The officer crossed his arms over his chest and stared her down. She didn’t agree with his methods but she didn’t have anything to hide. She was the victim.

She proceeded to tell the story while he took notes. His face never gave anything away as he scribbled away. He nodded his head to signify he heard her but maintained a neutral look. By the end, the officer uncuffed her but told her that he couldn’t do anything because she was on private property.

“Are you kidding me? I was shot and you can’t do anything.” She was on her own. Once again, the system failed to protect her and she needed to take matters into her own hands. 

***
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Devon didn’t expect to wake up to the smell of breakfast or the sounds of laughter wafting through the house. He groaned at the early hour and wanted to ignore it all to sleep in but things were different on the ranch. So, he splashed some cold water on his face and joined the chaos downstairs.

“Nice of you to finally join us.” His brother Shane wasted no time ribbing him. Devon shook his head ignoring the comment as he snagged a cup of coffee.

“Is this a jailbreak? I thought you weren’t supposed to leave the hospital until this afternoon,” Devon said to his dad who sat at the breakfast nook not even a little fatigued from staying the night at the hospital. 

“The doctor likes me. Came in early to check on me.” His dad smiled. 

Devon sat at the table as his mom set down a plate full of food in front of him. He was grateful considering he hadn’t eaten since lunch the day before. 

As he ate everyone peppered him with questions about his dating life and how the business was going. He fielded as many questions as he could between bites and reminded them that he would be in town for a few days. He hoped that would quell some of the questions but it didn’t.

“What can I do to help?” Devon asked as soon as he was done eating.

“You could take your mother to the store to get groceries. I was supposed to do it yesterday after I got back from my ride.” He knew his dad was upset that he needed to rest but Devon was glad that his dad was actually listening to the doctor. Unless, of course it was all a ploy to get his mom away so he could break the rules which was always a possibility too. 

“Let me shower and then we can go.” He looked back at her bustling around the kitchen. 

“Whatever works best for you, sweetie.” She didn’t break her momentum as she spoke. He supposed after so many years of the same routine, a person could get into a rhythm without a second thought. 

It wasn’t long before he was puttering around the store with his mom. He pushed the cart while she grabbed item after item and threw it in. She checked another thing off her list then moved to the next aisle. While they were passing the first aid section his eye caught movement. He turned and immediately froze. 

There she stood, the woman who’d torn out his heart and stomped all over it, with her long blonde hair tied into a ponytail. The cold, hard look of resting bitch face was evident as she stared down the ibuprofen. 

He hated that his body still had a reaction to her. He thought she was long forgotten in his mind but this moment was proving he hadn’t shoved the memories down far enough. 

As if she sensed his stare, her head turned toward him and their eyes met. Her eyebrows shot up and she took a step back as if she expected him to strike. But he was stuck. Frozen in his spot. Her fidgeting hands surprised him. One thing he remembered about her was nothing made her nervous. Not even for a second did she show any kind vulnerability or weakness in front of anyone. 

“What, Devon, come on.” His mom grabbed the front of the cart and got him moving again. And though his ex was out of sight, he still felt the sick nervousness inside his gut. His last memory with her was breaking his heart and leaving the pieces to blow away like the dust on his boots. 

The rest of the shopping trip was uneventful and quiet. When they got home, he helped his mom unpack the groceries and tried to forget the ex from hell. He hadn’t expected to run into her but he did intend on forgetting the whole ordeal. 

There was something different about her but he couldn’t put his finger on it. And he wasn’t about to waste more time thinking about her. 

He tried to help with the ranch chores but everyone seemed to work better without him getting in the way. It was like he didn’t have a place there anymore. 

It brought back what Savannah said about him not looking the part. Would she think the same thing if she saw him now? His flannel shirt and cowboy boots were a far cry from his dark shirts and black boots. His tousled hair under his cowboy hat and his jeans were a change from the cargo pants and slightly gelled hair he usually sported. And that was when he wasn’t dressed in a suit which he wore more often than he’d like to admit. But on the ranch, he needed clothes to work in. Or so he thought. 

Back at the guesthouse he went straight to his new laptop. He was fortunate enough to have some remote work he could handle from Texas.

He booted up his laptop and started installing the necessary applications. As he waited for the installation bar to hit the end, he pulled his phone out and replied to a few emails. He stopped on one from Savannah that was in reference to their last case. She was asking him to send her the specs on the equipment they used. 

Then he responded to a few more emails when there was a knock at the door. Maybe his brother finally had something for him to help with so he didn’t feel utterly useless. When he opened the door, he hadn’t expected to find her. 

“Hi, Dev. Been a long time.” Blair Hudson, resident heart stomper, stood before him acting timid and casual. Only he knew the cold heart that lurked behind that sweet façade.

“Not long enough. What the hell are you doing here?” He was prepared to slam the door in her face any second.

“We need to talk,” she said looking straight at him with her arms crossed and her eyes unblinking. He shook his head.

“You’re unbelievable. What could we possibly have to talk about after all this time?” The urge to shut the door grew stronger by the second as he squeezed the handle tight.

“I’m in trouble and I need your help.” His hand clenched the door tighter his fingers turning white. 

“Go to the police.” Then he started to shut the door. She shoved herself in the path so he couldn’t shut her out. He saw her wince and grab her arm but he wasn’t going to ask why. He didn’t care.

“They won’t help. Please. I wouldn’t be here if it wasn’t important.” She wasn’t the type to beg for help. That piqued his curiosity. But would he help if he found out she was truly in trouble or was this all a ploy to mess with him?

“You have one minute and then you’re gone,” he said.

“I don’t remember you being so cruel,” she snapped back like she had a right to insult him after everything she put him through.

“Funny, cruelty is the only thing I remember about you.” He hated that she brought out the worst in him but he couldn’t help the anger that surfaced when he saw her. She huffed at him before she looked away. 

“Now it’s thirty seconds,” he added with a little more growl than necessary.

“I’m not here for me. I’m pretty sure the Masons were cheated out of their home and land. A big real estate tyrant bought it up for less than it was worth and he’s planning on developing the land into a resort for tourists. But I think there’s more going on.” Blair crossed her arms over her chest, flinching for only a moment before she looked around like she expected a threat to pop out of nowhere.

“And how is this my problem?” He leaned on the door frame staring her down as if he didn’t have a care in the world despite the tension seeping into every muscle of his body.

“Wow, you’re an ass.” He started to shut the door again when she added, “Sorry. I’m sorry. Please. I’m not done.” She grabbed the door almost touching him which had him moving his hand back to the door knob.

“I’m waiting,” he said. 

“They shot at me when I started to uncover their secrets.” Was that what happened to her arm? Scratch that. He didn’t care. 

“Again, I have to ask. Why is this my problem? What are you hoping to get from me?” He released the door to cross his arms waiting for some magical answer that would explain why she would come to him after all this time. He should be the last person she came to for anything.

“I thought maybe with our history and your experience you could help me get justice. That jackass cheated them. They shot at me. Who knows what else they will do. They are hiding something and I know if anyone can uncover those secrets it’s you.” She looked genuine and her eyes pleaded with him to help but he didn’t trust her. He couldn’t.

“I’d think our history is what would keep you away. Though I’m surprised you think so highly of me.” He would only be in town for a few days and he wasn’t wasting that time galivanting around with her.

“I don’t have anyone else to go to. The police don’t care that I was shot. The Masons thought they got a good deal because of the decline of their property. But I need to uncover the truth. Please, Dev. If not for me then do it for them. You know they are good people who have helped this community. They deserve better.” She started to reach for him but he stepped back glaring at her. She took the hint and pulled her hand away. 

“My going rate is way out of your price range. I suggest you appeal to the police again. If someone shot at you then you should be able to get help. Now, get out of here and don’t come back.” 

“I can’t believe you would let your feelings about me get in the way of helping someone who needs it. You really have changed. I didn’t want to believe it when everyone told me that you were different but I can see that community doesn’t mean anything to you anymore.” He couldn’t believe she had the nerve to stand in front of him with such harsh criticism. And what the hell was she talking about that everyone thought he was different?

“You know nothing about me. Nor does anyone else in this community.” His voice dropped to a low, lethal level as he continued, “And just to be clear. I fought for this country. I would have given my life to keep this community and every other one safe. But I suppose it shouldn’t surprise me that it’s still not enough for you. Nothing ever was.” She jerked back with a gasp and he knew he’d hit his mark. Good.

“Fine, I’ll do it on my own. Like I’ve done everything in my life.” She stomped away. As her feet pounded the ground back to her car, he added his last dig.

“You have always preferred being a solo act anyway,” he yelled before he slammed the door shut. He grabbed the nearest chair and threw it across the room needing to expel the angry energy. Damn, what he wouldn’t give for a punching bag right now. Hell, he’d take anything to get rid of this tension. 

He plopped down on the couch when his phone started ringing. Ignoring it he threw his head back and stared up at the ceiling. Immediately after the ringing stopped, it started again. He groaned as he brought the phone up without looking at who was calling.

“What?” he growled.

“Bad day, Cowboy? Did the horse knock you on your pretty ass?” Savannah chuckled into the phone and he felt himself start to calm. The tension started to ease in his shoulders and he felt the slow rise of his lips into his classic smirk. How did the sound of her voice relax him? Especially when it was razzing him? 

“No, cupcake. The horses, like women, love me.” He slipped right back into his rhythm with her. He always did. That’s what made her dangerous. Everything was too easy with her. 

“You’re incorrigible.” 

“Is there a reason for this call or were you just seeking me out to take shots at my ego?” he said with a smirk on his face.

“Take it easy, Cowboy. Don’t get your spurs caught in the saddle.” He couldn’t help but laugh at her imitation of his subtle country twang. Over the years it lessened but he knew how to pull it back to the surface to charm the ladies. 

“I have a question for you, cupcake? Have you ever been on a ranch? Or a horse for that matter?” There was a moment of silence before she answered.

“This is not about me. I was just calling to check on you. I was concerned when I read your email.” He went back to the laptop and re-read the email he’d sent her. It was just a list of the equipment. He hadn’t written anything else.

“What’s wrong with the email? It’s exactly what you asked for.” 

“Yeah, and when have you ever given me exactly what I asked for without making me jump through a few hoops first?” He chuckled when he realized what she meant. They really did have a routine down. They teased each other a bit before they got down to business. 
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