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      Jacqueline Oliver, Jacey to the blessed individuals close enough to earn use of the nickname, ran along a glorious Montana mountain trail. Pine and aspen trees lined the mountain above and below her, and the sharp drop-off granted her a view of a picturesque mountain valley complete with a creek running down the opposite mountainside into a cerulean lake. Cows pastured in lush green fields bordering the water.

      A two-story, new-looking log cabin and a large barn were sheltered by the opposite mountainside. She squinted and could see an actual cowboy working next to a corral full of cows. Who could possibly live in such a paradise? She adored the parts of Montana she’d seen over the past year on the Colevilles’ ranch. This valley took Montana bliss to the next level.

      If only her mother would stay in prison forever and Jacey could stay in Montana. Growing up on Long Island and being a prisoner in her parents’ ostentatious mansion most of her life, except the six years she’d attended the university with guards constantly by her side, she couldn’t have imagined the wild, vast beauty of the Montana mountains, valleys, and Big Sky as the locals labeled their view of the heavens.

      Tilting her head up to the sky, Jacey let the early-morning June sun wash over her. Freedom and sunshine. Heavenly gifts.

      Thank you, she prayed.

      She prayed every day to forget the horrors of every year of her life, the atrocities done to her brother Quaid and so many others.

      Her phone rang in the pocket of her running pants, startling her. She’d only been given a phone by Mama Millie a couple days ago. Millie’s husband, Jared Coleville, hadn’t wanted to give her the phone or let her run in the mountains by herself. The Coleville men lived to protect others. Lieutenant Miles Coleville originally brought her to the Coleville Ranch as a favor to her brother Quaid, to hide her from her sadistic mother. She appreciated their protection and loved them like the family she’d never had, but she longed for freedom and the ability to choose.

      ‘Our beauty needs some freedom.’ Millie had stood by Jacey’s side. ‘She can run up the mountainside by herself and have the phone if she runs into trouble. She deserves at least a taste of running free in our gorgeous mountains.’

      Being on the expansive Coleville Ranch, helping with chores, cooking, or cleaning was the most freedom Jacey had ever had. She loved it here. Her only purpose before coming to Montana had been to protect her older brother Quaid Raven, Thomas Oliver by birth. Now Quaid was safe and happily married to the darling Anna Marley. Their mother, Catherine Oliver, the devil reincarnated, was in prison, and she and Quaid were free.

      Jacey wondered what the sheep—their dad and oldest sister Elizabeth—were doing with themselves without her mom’s instructions. Each moment of their day and each word spoken had been scripted by Catherine Oliver. Her dad loved her and she appreciated him standing up for her and preventing the physical abuse she knew her older siblings had experienced, she couldn’t help but wonder if he could’ve done more for his older children. Elizabeth had been her ‘Lizzy’ when Jacey was a young girl and Lizzy was a teenager. During Jacey’s teenage years, that all changed. Elizabeth grew cold and distant, only softening with her occasionally and when no one else was around. Was Elizabeth truly as evil as her mother like Quaid thought or was there hope with Catherine in prison that Elizabeth could find her soul again and their family could be reunited?

      Jacey prayed for them, but Papa Jared Coleville, Lieutenant Miles Coleville, and especially Sheriff Clint Coleville would never approve of any contact, any risk of her location being exposed. She completely agreed, but not for the same reason. She wanted to keep this family, this mountainous haven, safe from her mother. If Catherine’s men somehow found where she was, they’d kill anyone and everyone to get to her and she had no doubt Catherine was still pulling strings from prison.

      Trepidation filled her. Someday soon, her mother and her cohorts would engineer an early release, a pardon, or a traditional escape.

      She pushed that horrifying thought away and focused on the Coleville family. The overprotective cowboys were unreal—handsome, fun, and hard-working. She suspected the twins Easton and Walker had crushes on her and fist fights about it, but she wasn’t ready for a relationship, or the target she would put on a man’s head if she fell in love with him. She teased, laughed, was kind, and kept an emotional distance.

      She’d never been in a relationship of her own choosing, always forced to date whoever her mother deemed would further her control and influence. The foul Richard Napoleon sprang to mind—almost twice her age, slimy, and his kisses had made her gag.

      Jacey shuddered. Those days were behind her. She was safe. Quaid loved her and had given her an entire family of tough cowboys to watch over her.

      If she ever chose someone to date, it would unquestionably be a cowboy. She was enthralled by them. The one real gift her father had given her and somehow her mother had allowed was a love of horses and the ability to ride when she spent time at their Virginia estate. Horses and cowboys—more enchanting than any wealthy businessman, celebrity, athlete, or even a prince.

      A romantic relationship was uncharted territory and not in her future. She doubted she’d ever have that opportunity or choice and she wouldn’t dare expose someone she loved to her mother’s machinations. It was enough right now to relish freedom, sunshine, and …

      The phone had stopped ringing, then began anew. She had to answer it and not lose her solo running privileges on day one. Obedience had never come naturally to her; she had the mental scars to prove it.

      Pushing the green button, she stopped walking. “Hello?”

      “Jacey.” Her brother Quaid’s voice came through the speakers. She adored her big brother. He’d protected and loved her their entire lives. He’d escaped at eighteen, with her help and blessing. Those nine years without him were the darkest she had ever known. He’d come back for her, rescued her a year ago. Quaid was the only solid family she had, besides their nanny Maria who’d been murdered by her mother for trying to rescue them.

      “Quaid! How are you? How is Anna? How are the little ones?” Anna ran daycare centers and had loads of nieces and nephews. If only Jacey could meet some of them, but she had to stay in hiding for now. Maybe forever. If she could stay in Montana and find a cowboy to love and keep hidden from her mother, she wouldn’t complain.

      “Jace!” Quaid’s voice was sharp.

      “Good morning to you too, Lieutenant Raven,” she teased back.

      “Catherine has escaped.”

      Quaid didn’t call her ‘mother,’ and Jacey didn’t blame him.

      She sank onto the dirt trail and put her head between her knees, clinging to the phone with trembling fingers. Escaped? The ‘witch’ as they’d bravely called Mother behind her back had escaped?

      Please no.

      Bile rose in her throat, worse than kissing Richard.

      “Miles swears you’re safe there,” Quaid continued, clearly focused on business and her safety. Her brother loved her, but he was a man. “We have no indicators that your location has been leaked. I’ll get in touch with Jared and Clint and get their take on it.”

      Clint was Jared’s oldest son, a standoffish military type who they claimed had never served in the military. He was the county sheriff, and the role fit him well. When Jacey first came to the ranch, he’d been dating a lady named Sheryl, became engaged, and then been dumped harshly. She’d never met Sheryl, but she never met anyone besides the Colevilles and a few trusted ranch hands.

      “What are your feelings, Jace? Do you want to go into hiding with Anna? I’m working with Aiden Porter, and he’s been in contact with Navy SEALs Captain Jagger Lemuel and Lieutenant Hays West to see if we can’t use multiple resources and angles to help the FBI track down Catherine.”

      “Hays West?” she asked incredulously.

      “Yeah. One and the same.”

      “Can you trust him? He loved Elizabeth in high school, but Mother found out and …” That was one of the times she’d witnessed Elizabeth being beaten. She’d cried for her sister. Now her sister was chilly, distant, and evil. She shivered. She blamed her mother, but it still hurt that she’d lost her Lizzy. Her big sis.

      “I know. He doesn’t have much love lost for Catherine or Elizabeth.”

      “That’s good. What about Dad and Elizabeth?” She stood on shaky legs and started heading down the hill. Her freedom to run in the mountains was racing to its conclusion. The Coleville brothers would stand guard outside her bedroom door and window following this devastating news.

      She wanted to think of ways to tease and laugh with Quaid, but this was not the time. Her gut churned and sweat she didn’t earn leaked down her back and chest.

      Catherine Oliver. Escaped. How could Satan’s team win again?

      Forgive me. I just don’t want her to hurt anyone else.

      “They’re Catherine’s minions. There’s nothing you can do about that, Jace, and don’t you dare contact them.”

      “I know who and what they are.” It was a miserable thing to admit, but then she got fired up. “I would never contact one of them or do anything to risk you, Anna, or any of the Colevilles.”

      Sometimes Quaid acted like she hadn’t seen the murder and torture and manipulations he’d been subjected to. The years he’d been in the military, she’d experienced horrors she would never tell another soul about.

      “I know. I apologize,” Quaid said. “It’s unnerving the power she has.”

      It was. Their mother had unlimited power and loyalty created from years of using her money, manipulation, control tactics, and blackmail. She was horrifying. The witch wasn’t a strong enough title for her, but Jacey had given up her pet sin of cursing when she’d been rescued from purgatory.

      “I need to call Clint,” he said. “He gave me this number for you yesterday.”

      “I was your top priority? Thank you, brother. I’m touched.” At least she could try to tease.

      “You should be.” His voice softened. “Be safe, Jacey. I love you.”

      “I will.” She didn’t tell him she was high on a mountain trail all by her lonesome. Clint would probably let him know and she’d have Coleville brothers running in her direction the moment they found out the danger scale had gone from one to ninety-nine in minutes. Clint would descend upon her in the county’s helicopter. Easton and Walker would race up the mountain on their favorite horses. Rhett would climb in his big truck, leave whatever construction site he was on, and ruin this mountain trail with those ostentatiously big tires. Houston was in Nebraska finishing his residency and Miles was in San Diego with his Navy SEAL team. Two brothers down, at least.

      Ah, brothers. She loved them and would’ve felt smothered, but they were keeping her safe from a monster.

      She’d call them as soon as she hung up with Quaid. On second thought, she’d give them a minute to hear the news. Then she’d reassure them she would sprint down the mountain. They’d have her location with the phone, but no need to worry them. She liked to tease and she was naturally sassy, but she hated worry. She’d spent her life worrying about her Lizzy and her brother Thomas. Now Elizabeth had gone to the dark side and her brother was a hero named Quaid.

      “Love you,” she said, then hung up.

      Clinging to the phone, she raced down the incline. She’d been going for hours, farther than she’d run before and slower going mostly uphill into the valleys and the peaks of the mountains behind the ranch. It would be at least an hour to get back.

      Descending toward the wide, picturesque valley she’d been admiring, she hated that her hands trembled and tears escaped her eyes. Petrified. Anger filled her next. She’d continued to tease and maintain her ‘spice’, as Lizzy used to affectionately call it, even through years of mind-manipulation and mental abuse. She couldn’t succumb to her mother’s power again.

      If her mother found her, Catherine would use her as a lure to get Quaid back. For Quaid and Anna’s sake and her own sanity, Jacey had to stay free. The Coleville Ranch was massive and well-protected by an electric gate, cameras, sensors, men, and the natural landscape of trees and mountains. The Colevilles were tough, brave, and willing to battle for her, but Jacey had seen her mother’s men in action. Highly trained and either barbaric by nature or chained to her mother because of something she held over their heads, they’d murder everyone in their path to secure Jacey and carry out her mother’s orders.

      What if they killed one of the Colevilles? She couldn’t live with herself. Should she leave this mountain paradise? The first place she’d felt safe, happy, loved, part of a family. To protect the Colevilles from a what-if? They’d say no, but she should make that choice to protect them.

      Choice.

      It wasn’t part of her skill set. Even the ability to eat what she wanted and choose her clothing each day had been a luxury this past year.

      Her toe caught on an exposed root. Jacey screamed in surprise as she pitched forward. She tried to catch herself, but she flew off the side of the trail. Her scream grew louder as her leg slammed against a tree. Pain radiated through her thigh. The tree changed her trajectory, and she flipped head first. She was sliding down the viciously steep mountainside, but at least she wasn’t free-falling.

      Her head slammed into another tree and darkness embraced her.
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      Cade Miller forked the mix of hay, grain, and the vitamins the vet had suggested to the sick herd still in the corral past the barn. With summer finally here, the rest of his cattle could graze in the pasture east of the lake.

      Everything was quiet today. Even the birds seemed to be chirping less. Why?

      Was something bad coming? His mom had called him her ‘happy horse boy’ as a child. He smiled at the memory, wondering what she called him now. Probably her ‘ultra-tough military hero son’. His mom was proud of him and adored him. Nobody could claim he was happy.

      His horses, cows, land, and solitude were all he needed. At least that was what he told his family and any persistent friends like Easton and Walker Coleville when they insisted on coming to visit, bringing him some of Millie’s bread or cookies, wanting to get him out rock climbing, mountain biking, or doing tricks off the thirty-foot rock shelf into his lake. Those two never gave up. He appreciated their friendship and would never tell them that. Their brother Rhett had built his house, and they had a good relationship, but their brother Clint had ruined his life.

      An eerie female scream came from up the south mountainside.

      A cougar?

      Cade dropped the pitchfork, slid his sidearm out of the holster, and hurried around the corral. The mountain lions usually left him alone, but they loved to tear his calves apart. It never hurt to be prepared if a predator was coming after his cattle.

      A scream sounded again, and then he heard gravel dislodging as something slid down the mountainside. Or someone.

      He was a couple hundred yards away, but he could see a pink T-shirt, dark hair, and a distinctively feminine body tumbling down the mountainside. The woman somersaulted headfirst into a tree branch, and her screaming stopped. Her body slowed its descent as the ground began to level out.

      Cade stowed his 1911 and jumped into his Ranger. The side by side was a lot faster than he could run, and he might have to haul her to his truck and the hospital. Unless she was in bad enough shape that he’d need to call for a helicopter.

      His pulse sped as he raced across the dirt path around the lake and toward the switchback trail. He rarely saw hikers or even mountain bikers this deep in the mountains.

      She was lying about ten feet away from the southeast side of the lake. Her head was down, long dark hair spilling around it.

      Cade jammed the vehicle into park, turned the key off, and jumped out. Dropping to his knees next to her, he lifted some hair away and felt for a pulse. It was there and strong. That was good news.

      Her head rolled to the side, and she groaned. So she had to be breathing. A goose egg was already forming on her forehead, but he didn’t see any blood. Good. She was wearing a tight, long-sleeved pink shirt and black running pants. The material was ripped in multiple spots, scrapes and traces of blood, but no visibly broken bones.

      He pulled out his phone to call for help when she rolled over to her back and blinked her eyes open.

      Blue. Blue as his mountain lake or the Montana sky. Long-lashed eyes with shapely dark eyebrows and a sprinkling of freckles across her nose and sun-browned cheeks. Her lips were straight and wide—Julia Roberts type lips. He liked them.

      He blinked and focused. She looked oddly familiar. Why?

      “Ma’am? I’m going to call for help. Can you tell me what and where and how bad it hurts?” He was no kind of doctor, but his eight years in the military had taught him the basics. Living up here alone, he’d learned how to bind up his cattle or keep a horse alive until the vet arrived. But this was no cow or horse. This was a beautiful woman. How had she fallen down his mountainside?

      She blinked at him as if not comprehending what he said, but then suddenly her eyes widened, and terror filled them.

      “It’s okay. You’re safe,” he said. Then something compelled him to add, “I won’t let anybody come at you.”

      “No,” she moaned, shaking her head. “She’s coming.”

      “There now. We’ll just call for help, and I’ll keep you safe until the sheriff gets here.” The sheriff. He loathed the sheriff and doubted Clint would come. He’d send a deputy to collect this beauty and avoid the confrontation with Cade.

      “You cannot call.” Those blue eyes were frantic. “No. She will come for me and torture or murder you.”

      She snatched the phone from his hand and hurled it away.

      “What the …” Cade jumped to his feet to go retrieve his phone. What kind of woman threw someone’s phone? She was obviously not herself. He hoped.

      The phone plunked into the nearby lake. Not near the shoreline, either.

      He stopped in his tracks and pivoted back, looking down at her. “Good arm,” he muttered.

      She smiled briefly, then jumped to her feet and rushed at him.

      Cade eased back, holding up his hands. “Hey, hey.”

      He didn’t get any more out. She grabbed his shirt and pulled herself closer. She was a decent height, maybe five-seven, and easily the most beautiful woman he’d ever seen. She put even his lost love Sheryl Dracon, who’d had the face of an angel, to shame. That was a huge compliment in his mind to this intense and probably unstable woman.

      “She’s coming,” she said, her eyes gaining a wild edge. “She’s coming. We have to hide, or she’ll hurt you.”

      “Look, ma’am.” He took her hands in his to pull them from his shirt, but the moment he wrapped his palms around her smaller hands, the ground shifted, he lost his train of thought, and warmth radiated up his arms and into his blood vessels, charging him with a heady mixture of yearning and purpose.

      The blue-eyed beauty stared at him, then down at his hands around hers, then back up at him. She wobbled on her feet. From the head injury or the ground-shaking he was experiencing?

      “Who are you?” she asked, her blue eyes filled with a confused sort of wonder, as if he was someone very special and she had to know his name.

      “I’m Cade Miller.” His voice had gone weird, deep and gravelly.

      He needed to release her and step away. Somehow retrieve his phone out of the lake and see if it still worked. Was that the first item of business, or should he insist she lie down until he knew if she had head or spinal injuries? He also needed to figure out who this beauty was and who she thought was coming to hurt him. Torture, murder? Not likely. He didn’t want to be cocky about it, but he was a tough rancher—six-five, two-fifty, and loads of functional muscle. He was recovered from the blown ACL that had prompted his early medical retirement from his Army unit, well-trained and accomplished at combat. He could shoot a target at a hundred feet with rifle or pistol. He would never be afraid of some lady who apparently was powerful and scary in this beauty’s mind.

      “Cade.” She looked him over. “That is an exquisite cowboy name. Cowboys are my favorite type of male.”

      “Uh … Excuse me?” He forced himself to release her hands, step back, and tip down his cowboy hat so she couldn’t see his eyes as well.

      “I have an appreciation for handsome, strong male cowboys,” she restated, nodding to herself as if pleased to know that.

      “All right then,” was all he could think to say. “Are you injured? You should probably lie down until help comes.”

      “No help. No help.” She shook her head vigorously. Then she stepped in again, knocked his cowboy hat off his head with one hand, and wrapped both of her hands around his biceps.

      He felt a little surge of pride that her hands didn’t come close to wrapping all the way around his bicep and triceps muscles, concern about her mental well-being, and annoyance that she’d dare knock a cowboy’s hat off. If she ‘appreciated’ cowboys, she’d know the hat was only removed as a sign of respect, in a public building, and usually in a home. He felt exposed with his hat off.

      “Forgive me. It’s essential I have an unobstructed view of your green eyes. Mesmerizing. Truly.” She tilted her head to study him. She was close enough that her long, dark hair swept across his arm. Silk. He wanted to run that hair through his fingers. “What do the local girls call you? Cute Cowboy Cade? No, not strong enough. Charming? Handsome? Breathtaking?” She swayed and clung tighter to him.

      “What girls?” He stared at her. She was obviously not in her right mind. A few bricks short of a stack, as his dad would say.

      “Do you ride your horse into town, attend the weekend dances and cause all the young ladies to swoon? Do you distract them amidst a boring church sermon wearing your Wranglers and fancy boots and a big belt buckle? I imagine they’re all awestruck around you and this enthralling cowboy façade you’ve mastered.”

      “Cowboy … façade?”

      Where was her accent from? It was American, but definitely not Western or Southern. He’d heard highly educated Easterners speak like her before. He loved the unique flow and her vocabulary, but that hardly mattered right now.

      “Where is the closest town?” she asked. “Is cowboy a central theme? Where am I?” Her eyes widened, and that fear he’d glimpsed earlier seemed to be sneaking back in.

      “The closest town is Coleville, Montana.”

      “I’ve never heard of Coleville.” Her eyes looked near panicked now. What was wrong with her? She must have a head injury. That goose was egg was huge.

      “It’s small. Kalispell’s the biggest town close by.”

      Her eyes still looked an odd combination of blank and fearful.

      “Have you heard of Glacier National Park? That’s just a couple hours northeast of us.”

      “I believe so.” She frowned. “A national park? Is it beautiful?”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “It could not possibly outshine this spot.” She looked around at his picture-perfect valley and the mountains surrounding it.

      “Heaven on earth,” he agreed. When his dad sold him this family plot of land a year ago when he came home from the military and Sheryl dumped him, his mom had not been happy. He’ll end up a hermit, a recluse, a heart-broken, washed up cowboy living by himself in the mountains.

      He only lived thirty minutes from town and twenty from the Coleville Ranch—not that he ever went to visit what had been his second home as a boy and teenager. He went into town for supplies every couple of weeks and rarely missed church on Sunday and dinner at mom’s afterward. His family came to see him on occasion and the Coleville twins hadn’t given up on him yet, probably hoping one of his sisters might be home from university and visiting. He might be a hermit and heartbroken, but at least he wasn’t a heathen.

      “What’s your name, Miss?” he asked, letting himself take in her smooth tanned skin and beautiful features. That sprinkling of freckles across her nose and her pronounced cheekbones made her even more beautiful but also a tad-bit relatable. Not quite as much of a supermodel. In her tight running clothes, she looked more like a fitness model. A beat-up fitness model with rips in her clothing and smudges of dirt everywhere.

      He winced. Some ice on that goose egg and an assessment of the rest of her body wouldn’t be out of line. Medical assessment. He couldn’t be checking out fit female bodies. Especially that of an odd stranger who’d dropped into his life and valley.

      She stared at him, her lips pursed and her eyes filled with frustration. She blinked several times and shifted unsteadily.

      Warning bells clanged in his head. The way she’d hit that tree. The lump on her head. The fear of some lady coming after her who would hurt him. Maybe she wasn’t a mentally unstable beauty. Maybe she had a bad head injury like he’d feared earlier. She was confident and well-spoken, so he’d assumed her brain was functioning properly.

      “Do you know your name?” he asked, his voice soft, careful.

      Her blue eyes got brighter, and he feared she’d cry, but she just shook her head, folded her arms across her chest, and said in a snotty, definitely East Coast voice, “You have not merited the right to my name, cowboy sir.”

      “Okay,” he drawled, confused and maybe a little hurt. All he’d done was try to help her. “We need to find my phone and call for some help, or I can run you to town or wherever you’re staying in my truck, if you feel up to that. Since it might be rough finding my phone.” He gestured toward the deep blue mountain lake. It was only a couple hundred feet wide and long, but it was fifty feet deep in spots. Her throw had been impressive. Maybe she was a famous athlete and that was why she looked familiar.

      “I … I don’t know where to go. All I know is she’ll find me. Wherever I go. She’ll find me.”

      “I think you need to go to an emergency room, ma’am.”

      “No.” She shook her head and blinked quickly. “Absolutely not. She’ll find me and she’ll hurt you.”

      “Um … who is she?”

      Her eyes gave that blank and scared stare. “The witch,” she finally said, her voice barely above a whisper.

      Of course. The witch. Oh, boy. He rubbed at the growth on his jaw. Picking up his hat, he dusted it off and plunked it back on his head. “If you absolutely won’t go to the emergency room, why don’t we get some ice on your head, let you wash up and get a drink of cold water. Then we’ll figure out where to take you. All right?”

      She nodded, all prim and almost snotty again. Did she have multiple personalities, or was it all the head injury talking? Maybe somebody would be coming for her. That would be good. Was that somebody a boyfriend or husband? He glanced at her left hand. No ring. Happiness bubbled in his chest and he had to shove it away. It was no never mind of his if she was single.

      He turned toward the house and she fell into step beside him, limping slightly. He stopped and looked down at a huge rip in her pant leg. A black and blue spot was already appearing on her right thigh.

      “You all right?” He gently touched the skin next to the bruise.

      She swatted his hand away. “Do not take liberties, Mr. Miller.”

      “I wasn’t …” Cade shook his head. He couldn’t win. “I was worried about your leg.”

      “It’s fine.” She looked defensive and scared. That made his heart soften toward her. She obviously didn’t know who she was, where she was, and she was afraid of some lady coming after her. The witch. She was trusting him to take care of her and not take advantage of her. He didn’t blame her for drawing boundaries.

      Was she in danger? Maybe that was why she’d fallen. Somebody was chasing her. His hand automatically went to his pistol as he evaluated the mountainside trail she’d come from and then around his peaceful valley. Clear. He couldn’t see a person, an animal, or anything out of the ordinary. They could have been scared off when he came running.

      He doubted she was in danger. No danger ever came to Coleville, and the only danger in his mountains were wolves, mountain lions, coyotes, rattlesnakes, and the occasional bear.

      “Are you hurting anywhere?” he asked.

      She touched the goose egg on her forehead and winced. “A little bit.”

      “Your back or neck?”

      “No.”

      “Okay. Are you comfortable coming to my house and we’ll see if we can figure out how to help you get home? Without a phone.” He didn’t remind her she’d chucked his means of communication into the lake. He could email or message from his home computer. That was what he’d do.

      He could also drive her down the rutted-out mountain road and to town. He’d let Sheriff Clint Coleville, the man himself, take care of her. The rest of the Coleville family were great, but except for giving Mama Millie hugs at church and Easton and Walker’s visits, he stayed away from them as well. Pain by association.

      “Do I have a choice?” she asked.

      He started to rile up, but then he realized her voice was an odd mixture of fear, pain, and teasing. “You sure do, little lady. You can saddle up one of my horses and hightail it out of here on your own.”

      She smiled at him. The sun got brighter, and his future shone right along with it. He glanced up to see where the cloud was that had shifted away from the sun, but the sky was blue and free of any puffs of white. He blinked back at her. That smile was still on her face. Radiant. Appealing. What would those full, straight lips feel like against his own?

      Okay. It was getting out of control now.

      “I love horses and cowboys, but my brain function is subpar at the moment. I’ll choose you.” She winked at him then.

      The ground shifted, and he wondered if an earthquake was coming. She chose him? She couldn’t mean that. She wasn’t in her right mind.

      Turning, she walked toward his side-by-side vehicle, that slight limp to her gait proving that bruise on her thigh was deep and painful.

      He followed like an old, well-trained Border Collie on a leash.

      Who was this woman? And how could he keep her here until tomorrow and beyond? His quiet, predictable life had just been thrown upside down. He was confused but not annoyed by that. That alone shocked him. The dark-haired beauty shocked him even more.

      He should want answers.

      He only wanted more time around her.
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      She was scared, terrified truly. Not being in possession of her right mind. Her brain cloudy. The earth shifting. The sun too bright.

      She couldn’t recall her own name, where in Montana she currently resided, or how she had tumbled into the handsome cowboy’s valley.

      The overwhelming feeling that some lady would find her and injure the enthralling cowboy who’d been kind despite her snipping at him, hurling his phone into the lake, and then awkwardly telling him she was drawn to cowboys, was even more terrifying. The cowboy was the only solid, safe place in her spinning world.

      She knew the lady, the witch. An aunt? A close neighbor? She could almost conjure piercing blue eyes and a face that looked more plastic than real. An alien? Too far-fetched. Her mind was addled and her imagination invoking horror. She shoved the witch away, not wanting those memories.

      She catalogued herself. She wore running shoes and clothes, was battered and unsteady, and had awakened in the midst of this phenomenal scenery. A runner or hiker? She touched the knot on her head, a dull ache radiating from it. She was injured and panicked, afraid of some weird-faced lady. She went back to checking what she had on her person. No identification, no phone, no lip balm even.





OEBPS/images/cami-publishing-logo.jpg
Birch River

PUBLISHING








This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.




