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PROLOGUE





CASSANDRA













Camera flashes blinded me as I stumbled behind the red-carpet backdrop.


Shouts rose from the press line. “Miss Parker, do you have a comment on the allegations made by Lillian Monroe?”


The spike of my stiletto snagged a duct-taped cord, and I jolted forward.


Someone jumped the barricade and shoved a camera in my face. “Is it true that you paid off a judge?”


I gripped my clutch like the last life preserver on a sinking ship.


“Miss Parker! Look right here!”


Another flash.


And another.


And another.


A catering van parked in an alleyway caught my attention. I hurried toward it, but kept my pace under a run.


Paparazzi had a prey drive. If I ran, they would chase me down and eat me alive.


I slipped behind the van and fumbled through my clutch for my phone. Servers and cooks gave me odd looks as they shuffled through crates of prep work.


Just ignore the blonde in a designer dress, hiding behind cases of champagne.


I thumbed through my messages, looking for one from Tripp.


Nothing.


I peeked around the edge of the open van door as I tapped the call button and waited for it to connect.


You’ve reached Tripp Meyers. Please leave a message at the beep.


I swore under my breath and stuffed my phone back in my clutch. My chest pulled tight like a rubber band about to snap.


The car was there, but it was Lillian’s. There was no way I’d be able to take it.


Tripp was, presumably, doing damage control.


Which meant I was on my own.


With a breath, I tied the sash of my long coat tight to hide my dress.


The Carrington Group headquarters were ten blocks from here, which meant I had to keep my head down and not draw attention to myself.


That would be difficult, considering my face had been plastered on every screen nationwide as a backstabbing actress looked me in the eye while she flushed my career down the toilet.


Ten blocks in sky-high stilettos that were already shredding my feet. Fantastic. If I kept my head down, I would be able to hide the tears I wasn’t supposed to cry.


I’d get in the building, hunker down away from prying eyes, and make a plan.


I just needed a minute to think.


The pit of vipers turned to a mob, fueled by the click of camera shutters. I peered in the side mirror of the catering van, watching as my fiancé escorted my former client and new enemy out of the historic theater.


For a split second, the vultures were distracted.


And I ran.
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“Come on squirrels—get a move on!” I hollered up the stairs.


“Dad!” one squirrel said with a giggle. “We’re girls, not squirrels!”


The hand-held radio sitting by the coffee pot crackled as my youngest brother, CJ, gave a report on the herd movement.


The nine thousand head of cattle that sprawled across the Griffith Brothers Ranch kept us on our toes, but what kept me busiest were the two tornadoes who were supposed to be getting ready for school.


When I didn’t hear them moving upstairs, I set the spatula down and craned around the corner. “Bree! Gracie! Finish getting dressed, brush your hair, and brush your teeth!”


“I want braids!” Bree called as she thundered down the stairs with the stomp force of a linebacker.


“Me too!” Gracie echoed from their bathroom.


“No! I called braids. Do something else,” Bree snapped.


“Hey! No fighting this early in the morning,” I bellowed loud enough for them to hear me around the corner.


“But I called braids first!” Bree huffed as she stormed into the kitchen and grabbed a pancake off of the pile I was busy making.


I rinsed my hands off and did a quick towel dry. “You can both have braids.”


“But she’s copying me.”


At thirteen, all Bree wanted was for eleven-year-old Gracie to stop following her around like a wide-eyed puppy.


It made me chuckle at the years Gretchen and I thought having two toddlers was bad. Now, I had two middle schoolers all on my own.


“Then I’ll give you different braids,” I said as I turned back to the stove and finished cooking the batch of pancakes. “Get the box.”


Bree heaved the giant tackle box I used to organize all their hair accessories on top of the kitchen table and plopped down in a chair. I slid a plate of bacon and eggs in front of her to go with the pilfered pancake she’d stolen from the counter. She chowed down while I pawed through the little compartments full of elastics, hair clips, combs, brushes, and a million other things the girls insisted on.


“What kind of braids today?” I asked in a yawn as I ran a brush through her dirty blonde hair, catching the few tangles she had missed.


“Fishtails,” she said around a mouthful of scrambled eggs.


“Tight or loose?”


“Loose. The puffy kind. With clips.”


Life wasn’t easy. There was running the ranch. There was fatherhood. There was finding time for myself, which usually fell by the wayside.


Doing it on my own sucked, but I never wanted my girls to feel like they were a burden. I wasn’t great at everything. The way I’d stammered through the period talk with Bree a few months ago was proof of that.


But I tried.


Dammit, I tried hard.


Bree sat stock-still as I sectioned her hair and started weaving flat strands, one on top of the other.


Braids were easy. It was that fucking curling iron that was the death of me.


The burns on my fingers were proof of that.


By the time she finished her plate, I was tugging the neat fishtail braids so they were loose and puffy.


Apparently, tight braids weren’t cool anymore.


“My turn!” Gracie said as she elbowed her way to the tackle box. “I want⁠—”


“Not fishtail braids,” Bree clipped.


I stifled an eye roll.


All I wanted was one morning where they weren’t at each other’s throats about who got what. Was that too much to ask?


I should have already been at work.


“I want a halo braid.”


That seemed to appease Bree.


Gracie made a taco out of her pancake, filling it with eggs and a crumble of bacon before meeting me on the couch. She laid on her side and rested her head on my leg while I braided her hair into a crown.


As I was pinning the tail under the braid with a bobby pin, Bree called out, “Grandma’s here!”


Gracie shot off the couch like a rocket.


“Lunches are in the fridge,” I said as I cleared the couch of hair paraphernalia.


They shouldered their backpacks and stomped their shoes on. The fridge door slammed as they grabbed their respective lunchboxes.


No matter how much they begged to buy lunch at school, a homemade lunch meant I cared. It meant I put in the time and effort. Right?


Maybe I should just let them get lunch at school.


I ran a hand down the side of my beard as I watched them load up like pack mules.


My mom sat in her idling minivan as the girls bolted into the back and buckled up.


“Thanks,” I said to Mom as I craned through the passenger window.


I tried to be all things for all people. Especially my people. And my daughters were my people.


After Gretchen passed, I grieved. I took a minimal amount of time to be selfish. And then I picked myself up and had to be dad and mom for my girls.


Unfortunately, there weren’t enough hours in the day. So, I finally broke down and accepted help for things like school drop off and pick up.


“Anytime,” she said over a sip of coffee from her thermos. “Don’t forget about that consultant coming in today.”


I scoffed over the symphony of buckling seatbelts. “Pretty sure I said that was a you problem. I’m not the one who hired her.”


Mom snickered. “I’m not either. Becks is the one who recommended her, and you know better than to act ugly to your sister-in-law.”


I chuckled, thinking about the sharp-tongued war correspondent my older brother fell in love with while he was deployed.


Yeah, I knew better than to mess with Becks.


“Your dad thinks it’s a good idea. I think it’s a good idea. Be on your best behavior and I’ll leave you be until dinner.”


I shuffled down to the open side door, leaning in to drop kisses on Bree and Gracie’s foreheads. “Have a good day. Love you.”


“Love you, Daddy,” they said in chorus.


I rolled the door closed and watched as the van lumbered down the dirt path toward the service road that would take them into town.


I glanced at my watch. Not even 7:15 yet.


I jogged back up the porch steps and headed inside, snagging a pancake for myself on the way. I trapped it between my teeth as I stole Gracie’s purple hairbrush and used it to untangle my hair. I worked the knots out of the ends that hung past my shoulders before tying it into a bun.


“Boss, you there?”


I picked up the radio. “Go ahead.”


CJ’s voice crackled on the line. “Fence is down on the west border.”


“You need me out there?”


“Nah,” he said. “Just letting you know.”


“I’ll be in the office most of the day taking care of vax records. Holler if you need something.”


“10-4.”


Sadie came wandering in, her brindled tail thumping with excitement as she looked up at me.


“Sorry, girl. No cows for you today. Gotta do paperwork.”


She huffed, loping to the door as I slid on my boots and clipped the radio to my belt.


I emptied the coffee pot into a travel mug and jogged down the steps, not bothering to lock up.


There was a benefit to living on the ranch that had been in my family for generations. I could leave the door unlocked for the girls when they got home from school. I could leave my keys in my truck. And, while there was a limit to how far I’d let them go on their own, Bree and Gracie had plenty of space to run free.


My brother, Nate, had found peace in a warzone. But me?


I stepped out and surveyed the land as the February sun peeked over the horizon.


This was my kingdom.
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* * *





My kingdom could go to hell.


I pinched the bridge of my nose to ward off a migraine, and wondered which Griffith was to blame for saddling me with a legacy of cattle ranching.


Fuckin’ animals trying to kill themselves.


The AC window unit sputtered as a steady drip thwopped into the bucket beneath it. At least it kept the condensation from pooling on the floor.


I’d gone through the vaccine records with a fine-toothed comb to make sure nothing was out of place. Bills had been paid. A sticky note with a hydraulic oil pressure switch I needed to get was in the trash after the order had been placed. I was waiting on a call from the livestock vet we kept on retainer, but waiting for that call was like watching paint dry. She was a busy woman.


Honestly, I missed doing what CJ did every day. I missed the camaraderie of working the land with the rest of the crew. I missed saddling up before daybreak and not returning to the stables until after sunset.


From the looks of things, Sadie missed it too.


But taking over for my dad on the management side gave him a chance to retire, and gave me a more stable schedule so I could prioritize the girls. CJ had stepped up to fill my old role and thrived in it.


It was great for everyone else.


I glanced at the clock. The girls were at dance class, and if the vet hadn’t called by now …


I pushed out of the rolling desk chair that was decades past its prime, and whistled for Sadie as I grabbed my hat and dropped it on my head.


“C’mon, girl.”


She trotted along obediently toward the barn.


Libby, the thoroughbred American quarter horse I had been riding since I was in my twenties, let out a blustering huff as I tacked her up.


Sadie looked antsy, prancing around the barn as I mounted Libby and gripped the reins, guiding her out of the barn.


Libby let loose when we rounded the corner and headed away from the barn and outbuildings. She grunted, hooves thundering into the dirt.


When the conglomerate of structures turned to a speck in the distance, the stress began to loosen and melt away. Clean air and sunshine surrounded me. Sadie, the ranch’s retired cattle dog, bolted like a bullet from a gun.


Maybe we were all a little stir crazy.


I used the spur-of-the-moment ride to survey the near side of the property to make sure nothing was out of place.


After a few miles, Sadie looked like she was tuckered out. I tugged on the reins and slowed Libby to a canter as we rounded the corner to Nate’s house.


No one was home.


Huh. That was weird. Nate and Becks had a pipe burst yesterday and were in the process of fixing the sopping mess. Becks was on maternity leave from her job as an international news correspondent. She should have been there.


Apart from my momma, I hadn’t seen any vehicles leaving the property today through the cameras.


Shit.


Libby must’ve sensed my urgency as I nudged her into a gallop again. The dog peeled off and trotted down the path to my place, but I headed for the front gate.


Becks sat on the porch of my parents’ house, her hands over her baby bump as she watched dust plume from the tires of a sedan as it peeled down the drive.


Her red hair was tied up in a bun on top of her head, and a glass of tea was in hand. As far as sisters-in-law went, I’d take her. She was a far cry from Nate’s first wife, Vanessa.


As much as I hated seeing him torn up about it in the moment, none of us were surprised when they divorced. What surprised the hell out of us was seeing him on TV, rescuing a reporter out of rubble while he was deployed.


But it worked out well for them. Now, Bree and Gracie were over the moon to be getting a cousin.


I slowed Libby a safe distance from the house, giving myself a chance to watch as the sedan stopped. The doors opened and a man hopped out from the driver’s side.


The guy wrinkled his nose, sneering at the scenery.


Great.


Becks hooked us up with some uptight city slicker. This was gonna go over like a fart in church.


Libby let out a displeased grunt.


Then the other door opened.


Blonde hair danced on the wind like rays of gold. The woman straightened and turned, studying her surroundings through the privacy of an oversized pair of sunglasses.


Libby eased forward, letting me steal a look at her from behind.


She had a pair of fuck-me legs and an ass to match.


Her fingers flexed as she grabbed the door and slammed it shut. The sun caught something shiny on her hand.


A goddamn engagement ring.
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Exiled. A smoke trail lingered in my wake as I fled Manhattan like an outlaw on the run. 1,700 miles sat between me and the life I had worked tirelessly to curate.


We need time for things to cool down.


The situation is too volatile.


We’ll bring you back once a new headline has everyone’s attention.


I hated Texas already. The air was so fresh it was nauseating. The breeze was giving me a headache.


Tripp cut his eyes at me as he guided the rental car down the poorly paved service road. “I don’t think a media blackout includes checking the headlines.”


“I need to see how they’re spinning it.”


With a snap of his wrist, Tripp confiscated my phone. “Lillian isn’t your problem anymore.”


“She’s still a problem.”


“Well, she’s my problem now,” he stated with an odd mix of dismissiveness and finality.


That was the problem with being engaged to a colleague. Well… Technically, Tripp was my boss.


But that was just semantics.


I looked down at the diamond glinting on my finger, willing it to become a wishing star.


I would have wished for a time machine to take me back to the beginning of the week to when I had a job. When I was respected. When I wasn’t being banished to the Lone Star state by my boss turned fiancé.


I settled back in my seat, closed my eyes, and counted to three. “I’m not sure why you think it’s a good idea to hide me away on some ranch. And stop trying to convince me it’s a business development project. We both know I’m being put in timeout.”


Tripp reached for my hand, but I snatched it away. I wasn’t feeling particularly affectionate at the moment.


Swallow a demotion and take the project Rebecca Davis—now Rebecca Griffith—offered, or start looking for other employment.


Tripp called it “crisis management.” I called it an ultimatum.


“It’s for your own good. One-hundred percent of people read the headline, fifty-percent read the body, and no one reads the retraction. Lying low and giving everyone time to forget what happened is preferable to demanding retractions and rebranding,” he said, putting a palatable spin on the situation.


It was complete horseshit.


And I was about to be inundated with a Biblical amount of horseshit. And bullshit.


“I’m not chicken shit. I can fix this.”


“Just because you can fix it, doesn’t mean you should be the one to fix it.” He took a left onto a dirt road. “I have to think about the firm. And if you cared about me and your job, you’d be thinking about what is best for the firm, too. Do you want to be right or win?”


“I can’t win if I’m in the penalty box.”


Tripp scoffed. “A business development project is hardly the penalty box, Cassandra.”


“You’re sending me to Texas.”


“Which is one of the largest state economies in the country.”


“On a cattle ranch,” I hissed, then cut my eyes to the Manolos on my feet. They weren’t made for dirt. Neither was I.


I should have been sitting in my office preparing press releases to quell the rumors around Lillian Monroe’s very public meltdown. I should have been fielding calls and scheduling meetings to spin the story and drum up some public goodwill.


Instead, Lillian was sunning herself on a yacht in Spain, and I was heading for bullshit.


Tripp’s face was unbothered. “I know it’s not optimum, but this is best for everyone.”


Great. Now he was using his publicist voice on me.


I stared out the window as grassy plains rolled by. “What about us? How is this the best thing for us? What about our wedding?” My throat grew tight, but I effectively choked it down and put on my game face. “When do I get to come back?”


Tripp flashed a placating smile. He had tuned out of the conversation the moment it started. “Once things cool down, we’ll talk about setting a date. The optics are⁠—”


“More important than our comfort.”


I knew the saying well. It was Tripp’s party line whenever he put the firm or one of his clients ahead of our relationship.


Shove it down. Fake a smile. Don’t flinch. Don’t let them see you crack.


I wondered why I had a ring in the first place. Was that just optics too?


On many occasions, he told onboarding publicists to get a fake engagement ring to wear. It kept the tabloids from speculating if our PR experts were dating the clients they represented.


I twisted the ring on my finger.


No … it wasn’t fake.


He had proposed to me. We had an engagement party. We had…


No date.


No dress.


No bridesmaids or groomsmen.


We had nothing.


“Game face,” he chided as a farmhouse came into view.


Dust rolled in the distance. I slid my sunglasses on and took in my new prison.


Tripp put the car in park and handed my phone over.


No service. Not a single bar. I had truly been exiled.


Without a word, Tripp hopped out.


Might as well not put off the inevitable. Game face.


My stiletto sunk into the dirt as I eased out of the car, and I shifted my weight to my toes. At least February in Texas was better than February in New York.


A shadow loomed to the right.


Holy shit. With the sun to his back, all I saw was the silhouette.


But damn. What a silhouette.


The horse was a little terrifying. Were all horses that much bigger in person? I’d always imagined horses being more approachable.


That thing was a tank.


The horse shifted, letting rays of sunlight illuminate the man’s face.


The brim of his cowboy hat still shadowed most of his features, but I could make out a thick beard along his jaw and long hair tied in a knot at the base of his neck.


The rider braced his heavy boots in the stirrups. My gaze ran up those long, thick thighs to find his wide hands resting casually on the saddle. His chest was wide, gently curving down into a soft belly. A plaid button-up was tucked into his belt, accentuating his rounded abdomen. It was proper and rugged all at once.


Not wanting to be caught staring, I averted my eyes and slammed the door. My calves sang as I tiptoed around the hood.


“You made it.” Rebecca Griffith lumbered down the porch steps, resting a hand on top of her baby bump.


It had, admittedly, been a while since we had seen each other. She left New York for greener pastures, and I kept climbing the ladder until the day I took a metaphorical stiletto to the face and tumbled down to rock bottom.


“Look at you,” I said, slapping on a smile.


Becks groaned. “Don’t remind me. I feel like I’m going to explode. And a pipe burst at our house so we’re staying with Nathan’s parents. I started sleeping on the couch because I hate going up the stairs to bed.” She laughed. “Sorry. That was too much information. How was the flight?”


Tripp opened his mouth—probably to complain about how packed the plane was—but I cut him off.


“Just fine. Thanks.”


An older man joined Becks. He was a spitting image of the cowboy, just a little more cleaned up.


What had once likely been a salt and pepper beard was now completely salt. He wore a flannel tucked into his blue jeans, and a pair of boots that had seen better days.


“Ma’am,” he said as he lifted his cowboy hat by the crown and extended a hand. “Pleasure to have you with us.” His eyes cut to Tripp. “And who’s this fella’ you brought? Your chauffeur?”


Tripp sneered. “Tripp Meyers. VP of publicity for the Carrington Group.”


The older gentleman studied him with an unflappable poker face. “Your—uh—group. They always send a VP as a chaperone?”


Gravel and dirt crunched behind me. Darkness hovered over us like a storm cloud.


“Doesn’t inspire much confidence if she needs a babysitter.” The bass rattling behind me shook my bones.


“Tripp is my fiancé,” I clarified to everyone, taking control of the narrative. Although I was less than thrilled to be here, doing my penance was the fastest way to get my life back on track.


Someone snorted, and I wasn’t sure if it came from the cowboy or the horse.


I put on a boardroom face and laid my hand on Tripp’s arm. “He had the time in his schedule to see me off before he heads to Europe.”


The shadow behind me was silent. The old man softened. Becks looked like she wanted to throw up.


And honestly? So did I. But I didn’t have time for unexpected vomit today.


“Well,” the old man said. “Pleasure to meet you both. I’m Silas Griffith.” He pointed a finger at the looming presence behind me. “I’m that one’s daddy, and a soon-to-be grandaddy—again—to this one.” He pointed to Becks’s belly.


Tripp’s eye twitched with annoyance. “Can we skip the hillbilly pleasantries?” he sneered through gritted teeth with practiced discretion.


“Mr. Griffith, I’d like to meet with you as soon as possible to discuss the current financial state of the ranch, and the deliverables you’re envisioning at the end of my contract.”


His mustache twitched with amusement as he lifted a weathered finger and pointed behind me. “Then you’ll have to talk to that Mr. Griffith.”


I turned and nearly ran into a wall.


The cowboy had hopped off his horse. He crossed thick arms over his barrel chest. His boots were wide-set, as if he was bracing for impact. “Pretty sure I said I was fine with her being here as long as she wasn’t my problem.”


That was quite the welcome. Apparently, southern hospitality wasn’t all it was cracked up to be.


Silas laughed. “Son, when you took over for me, everything became your problem. Congratulations. I’m gonna go take a nap.”


“I have work to do,” he argued.


But Silas was already back up the porch steps. “Jackson should have the cabin ready for her. Momma told him to get it cleaned up. See you all at dinner.”


Becks—my fellow Manhattan expat—groaned as she turned back to the house. “Sorry. Gotta pee. Don’t get pregnant. It’s awful.”


“But—” My voice cracked as Becks scrambled into the house as fast as she could.


Tripp checked his watch. I didn’t know why he looked so antsy. His flight didn’t leave until tomorrow.


Hot breath blasted against my skin.


Was the other Mr. Griffith breathing down my neck already? That wasn’t how this was going to go.


I turned to tell him to back the hell off when hairy lips brushed my shoulder. I shrieked, nearly jumping out of my skin.


A flash of white caught me by surprise as the cowboy—Silas’s son—grinned. “She won’t bite.”


But did he?


“That horse is the size of a tractor-trailer. I was more concerned with getting trampled.”


Offended by my assessment, the animal stomped a hoof into the ground.


I looked over my shoulder and found Tripp wandering around the car aimlessly as he searched for a single bar of cell phone service.


I didn’t have the patience or desire to deal with him at the moment.


“Cassandra Parker,” I said, finally making the introduction so we could stop standing here and spinning our wheels.


He didn’t offer a handshake. Rather, he kept those wide arms crossed for a long moment before mimicking his dad and lifting his cowboy hat by the top. “Christian Griffith.”


His eyes raised to track something behind me, so I turned to follow his gaze.


Tripp had wandered off, chasing the ever-elusive connection to the rest of the world as he repeatedly tried to talk to whoever was on the other end of the call. His endless string of “Hello? Hello? Can you hear me now?” was grating.


“Does your boy toy need to be put on a leash?” Christian asked.


Some days I felt like he needed a muzzle.


“He’ll be fine.”


Tripp, not paying any attention to his surroundings, walked straight into the back of a pickup truck, slamming his knee into the trailer hitch.


“Motherfucker!”


He doubled over, grabbing his leg as he checked the screen of his phone to see if the person on the other end heard him. He stumbled backward until the heel of his loafer let out a horrifying squelch.


Tripp froze. Slowly, he looked down at what he had just landed in.


Christian had moved to stand shoulder-to-shoulder with me. An amused smirk curled up beneath his beard.


“Why is there mud?”  Tripp huffed as he pulled his foot out of the pile with a disgusting squish.


Christian chuckled. “Hate to break it to you, but that’s not mud.”


The stench hit me immediately and, from the looks of things, Tripp realized it too.


“Shit,” he said with disgust.


“There you go, buddy. Now you got it right,” Christian said in the most placating tone possible.


Tripp took a step back to try and wipe the bulk of the manure on the grass, but slipped.


I clasped my hands over my mouth in horror as he pivoted to avoid the hitch again, and landed back in the pile of manure.


“Look at that,” Christian mused with a flat expression. “You live up to your name.”


Without another word about Tripp, he turned and hopped back into the saddle. “Cabin’s this way.”
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Libby was peeved as I rode out past my house to the cluster of cabins that had been sitting unused for the better part of a decade.


I couldn’t blame her. I was annoyed too.


I tipped my chin down to peer over my shoulder. Cassandra drove the rental car behind me while Tripp—still shouting into his phone as if a cell tower would magically appear—trudged along beside her, covered in shit.


I didn’t blame her for not wanting to be trapped in a car with the human cow patty, but he seemed like the kind of guy who could afford the incidental charge for fucking up the rental. It sure beat the mile walk out to the cabins. He was red as a cherry and seething in anger.


Tripp.


What kind of fucking name was that? Was it short for something?


Trippworth?


Trippington?


Tripped-over-his-ego?


Libby let out a displeased grunt as I hopped down. I used a manger knot to tie her to the post in front of the cabins for the few minutes it would take me to show Cassandra around inside.


Then I could get back to the never-ending to-do list that seemed to get longer and longer each day.


When I finished here, I’d get Libby squared away and head back to that fucking desk for another hour before I went to the house to oversee the girls doing their homework.


Then it’d be time for showers all around and bedtime before we did it all again tomorrow.


Thank God for aftercare at school, extracurriculars, and my mom being a taxi service.


There just weren’t enough hours in the day.


Cassandra pulled up in front of the cabins and hopped out. I could feel the displeasure radiating off her body.


Before we built the new bunkhouse right after Gracie was born, the ranch hands lived in the cabins.


That had been…


Shit. Gracie was eleven.


How was the new bunkhouse a decade old?


“Home sweet home,” I said as I turned to face Cassandra.


I couldn’t get a good look at what was going on in her head behind those big sunglasses, but her face was passive.


Twenty feet away, Tripp had stopped to shout at someone through his phone, as if they’d hear him yelling halfway around the world.


Lord knows they weren’t hearing him through the call.


Cassandra had popped the trunk and was heaving a suitcase the size of a small bedroom out of the back. She didn’t even teeter on those ice picks she was walking around on.


I cut my eyes to the jackass who didn’t care enough to give her a hand. “He’s not gonna help you?”


She didn’t even give her fiancé a quick glance. “He’s busy.”


“I’ll get it, Cass,” I grunted as I stepped up to help.


Her head snapped so hard I was surprised she didn’t give herself whiplash. “It’s Cassandra.”


I chuckled as I unloaded the rest of her five suitcases. “Alright, Princess.”


Her lips twitched in a thin line.


I tipped my chin toward the cabin. “Go on in. Should be unlocked.”


“I can get my bags,” she insisted.


I stepped closer. “Just because you can, doesn’t mean you should have to.” I tipped my head toward the door. “Inside. I have shit to do.”


Cassandra relented and strutted toward the cabin. If I was a betting man, I’d say that a cabin with electricity and water was her version of “roughing it.”


But I didn’t say that out loud.


I hung back a second longer and indulged myself in another look at that ass. Cassandra’s fancy white pants were out of place on a cattle ranch, but I wasn’t complaining.


I let myself appreciate the way they made her legs look a mile long. If the shit stain who put a ring on her finger wouldn’t appreciate the way she looked, why shouldn’t I?


I snapped out of it when I smelled Tripp getting closer.


It took Cassandra a few tries of wiggling the doorknob before she got the door open.


“The light switch is on the wall to the right,” I said as I pack-muled her luggage toward the cabin.


She reached inside, feeling around on the wall until she found the switch. Her head of blonde hair had barely slipped inside when I heard the scream.


I dropped her suitcases and shoved my way inside, while Tripp bolted behind the car.


I huffed when I saw what gave Cassandra a conniption. “Goddamn it, Mickey.”


Gracie’s pet was lying on a couch that had seen better days.


He let out a moo, and Cassandra screamed again.


“Why is there a cow in the cabin?!”


“His name is Mickey. He’s real sweet.”


“There’s a cow in my house!”


“Pet cow.”


Slowly, I unloaded my arms and picked up her fallen sunglasses.


Shit.


I froze on one knee as I looked up at her. She had the prettiest eyes—slate gray and sparkling.


Cassandra stammered as she ran a hand through her thick blonde hair. “And why are there—” she blinked in disbelief “—are those pool noodles on his horns?”


“He’s clumsy. It keeps him from breaking shit on the property.”


“Oh my god,” she muttered.


“Out, Mickey,” I barked.


“How did he get in?” she asked as her well-bred façade began to unravel.


I trudged through the dust-covered cabin and poked my head into the kitchen. The back door was open.


Actually, it was lying on the ground outside.


The upside was that it let in a nice breeze, which was necessary considering it was clear Jackson hadn’t been in here to get the place ready.


Dust-covered sheets laid over the kitchen table and chairs.


The refrigerator was silent.


Bird’s nests and cobwebs filled the space between the top of the cabinets and the ceiling.


I scrubbed my palms down my face. I didn’t have time for this shit.


Mom was with the girls. Dad was napping, because fuck him. Now was not the time for character building, “you’re on your own” sentiments.


Bringing in a business consultant to give unwanted opinions on how to expand and shore up our interests wasn’t my decision.


Ergo, not my problem.


Maybe I could dump her on Becks for a couple days.


With that decided, I went to deal with the bovine on my furniture.


“It was supposed to be cleaned up for you,” I said as I swatted Mickey off the couch.


He lumbered off of it and sauntered to the door with more sass than both of my daughters combined.


Cassandra stepped aside to give him a wide berth. Her ass bumped into a decaying bookshelf, and something hissed.


Her scream pierced my eardrums.


“Don’t get your panties in a twist.” After a second, I spotted the snake curled up in a nook. “Just a rat snake,” I said as I pulled a pair of gloves out of my back pocket. “It’s not venomous.”


Cassandra clapped her hands over her mouth. “You’re going to pick it up?!”


I shrugged. “Yeah. I’m just gonna move it outside so it doesn’t bother you.”


Her eyes widened. “You’re joking.”


I managed to pick the snake up with one hand on the tail and the other mid-body. “He won’t hurt you, and he’ll keep the mice away.”


Her face went hard as stone.


I made a move for the door, but she put out a warning hand to stop me. “Don’t come near me with that thing.”


Spooked by her shrill voice, the snake decided to latch on and try to take a chunk out of my arm.


“Oh my god!” She clapped her hands over her mouth. “It bit you!”


I pinched its head and pried it off of my skin. Little thing hurt like a bitch.


“Kill it!” she shrieked.


I just shook my head, stifling a chuckle. “I’m not gonna kill it. Can’t blame a snake for acting like a snake.”


“That’s it. I’m done. I quit.” And with that, she stomped out the door.


I followed her and released the snake into a bush.


Tires crunched over the smattering of pebbles that made the dirt drive a little less dirt-like.


“Where are you going?!” Cassandra shouted.


Tripp, sitting behind the wheel in shit-covered pants, barely lifted a hand to wave. “Back to the airport. I caught an earlier flight. Gotta work.”


Her face turned beet red. “Tripp!”


“I’ll check in next week,” he called as he rolled up the window.


“Tripp!” The pitch and rasp of her scream probably tore her vocal cords.


I had a backhoe that could dig a Tripp-sized hole in the blink of an eye, and I was more than tempted to use it.


What a dick.


I sided up to Cassandra as I pulled my gloves off and shoved them back in my pocket. “Did he really just leave you like that?”


Her ring finger twitched, but her face didn’t flinch. I knew that face. A woman on the verge of eruption.


Bree was starting to practice that look, and it scared the shit out of me.


I pointed to the ground. “If it makes you feel any better, he stepped in a fire ant colony before he hopped back in the car. That’s some long-term karma. They’ll be up his britches and in his drawers before he makes it to the front gate.” I pulled the radio off my hip, changed the channel, and lifted it to my mouth. “Becks?”


No answer.


I pressed the button again. “Becks, you there?”


Still nothing.


Why was everything my problem?


I looked down at those fuck-me heels she was in. I couldn’t rightly make her walk back in them.


“I’ll come back for your bags,” I said as I untied Libby and led her over.


Cassandra squeaked and stumbled backward.


“This is Liberty. We call her Libby.”


“Let me guess,” Cassandra said, using sarcasm as her first line of defense. “She’s sweet like the cow who should be charged with breaking and entering, and the snake who should get the death penalty for assault.”


Her sass was fun.


I cracked a grin. “Trust me, Libby’s a sweetheart. She doesn’t spook easily.”


Cassandra didn’t look convinced.


I stood behind her and reached in my pocket. “Hold out your hand.”


She tried to take another step back to escape, but bumped into my chest. I picked up her wrist, turned her palm up, and dropped a peppermint into her hand.


“Give Libby some sugar, and she’ll love you unconditionally.”


Cassandra didn’t move. She was stiff as a board, so I did what I had done with the girls when they had to get acquainted with the animals as babies. I cradled the back of her hand in my palm and lifted the peppermint to Libby. The horse didn’t hesitate to go for it.


Cassandra flinched, letting out a petrified shriek as Libby’s mouth touched her fingers.


“You’ve gotta stop screaming,” I murmured into her ear. I put my hand on her hip to keep her steady as Libby nibbled away at the candy, then backed away.


“See? That wasn’t so bad.”


Cassandra spun on me. “You’re fucked in the head if you think I’ll get up on that thing.”


“Take your shoes off.”


“Absolutely not,” she clipped.


“That’s fine,” I said as I positioned Libby so Cassandra could get up using the stirrups. “Keep ’em on then. Up you go.”


Cassandra protested the entire way up. Finally, I got her situated on the saddle.


“Sorry. Tight fit,” I said as I settled on Libby’s back, behind the lip of the saddle. “Riding double sucks.”


What didn’t suck was my view of her hips and thighs. Damn. That ass.


I looked up at the sky and prayed for my dick to calm down.


It had been a while since I’d gotten any action.


Okay, it had been a long while.


The moment Libby took a step, Cassandra flopped forward and nearly fell off.


“Keep your back straight,” I said as I bracketed her between my arms and took the reins.


“You’d better be taking me straight back to the airport on this thing.”


Her walls were crumbling and it tugged at something inside of me. “How about I take you to a spot with cell service and the internet?”
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* * *





Cassandra was pacing my living room when I carried her bags inside. After putting Libby back in her stall, I drove my truck down the cabin to get her luggage and bring it up to my house.


Her posture was tight as she paused and stared at the wall while listening to whoever was on the other end.


Dirt streaked the white pantsuit she was in. Her hair was slightly mussed and disheveled from running her hands through it.


She pinched the bridge of her nose as she stared at a spot on the rug where Gracie had spilled a cup of juice a few years ago. I had tried and tried, but the stain never came out.


The floorboard creaked under my boot, and Cassandra whipped around. From the look on her face, it was clear as day that the conversation wasn’t going in her favor. Her brows were furrowed and her lips were pursed. She tapped the pointed toe of her high heel on the carpet and returned her eyes to the other side of the room.


Every time her gaze hit me, it was sharp, quick, and decisive. She made fast judgments about who people were and what they would mean to her faster than I could rope a calf.


I emptied my arms and headed to the kitchen while she finished her phone call with clipped, staccato acknowledgements.


“Doesn’t sound too good,” I said when she ended the call with a soft growl of frustration.


“You could say that,” Cassandra said as she kept her back to me.


I checked the time. The girls would be home from dance any minute, and we’d head up to the ranch house for one of the bi-weekly dinners my mom insisted we join her for.


I knew it was her way of giving me a break. I should have refused, but truthfully, it was nice not having to cook twice a week.


“Doubt you’ll get a flight out at this hour. You’ll have a better chance tomorrow.”


Cassandra let out a slow breath, then turned on me. “I have a job to do,” she said as if she hadn’t been fighting back tears at the cabin. “I’ll be meeting with Silas tomorrow to discuss the possible avenues he would like me to explore to generate new revenue streams for the ranch. I’ll need an office with internet and—ideally—cell service. But at the least, a landline.”


I looked around the living room, giving it a quick study. A pile of laundry sat on the couch. Photo frames and a stack of opened bills covered the roll-top desk. Shoes were in a chaotic pile by the door. Unless she wanted to share my office, which was—well—mine, this was it.


“What?” she hedged.


Resigned to the fact that life was just going to keep fucking with me until the day I died, I shrugged. “You’re looking at it.”


Cassandra raised an eyebrow. “Excuse me?”


“Welcome to your new office.”
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CASSANDRA
















He was joking.


He had to be.


This whole day was a nightmare. At any moment, I would wake up in my bed in Manhattan.


Why wasn’t I waking up?


“I’m sorry the cabin wasn’t ready,” Christian said as he moved about the house. “Trust me, Jackson’s gonna get his ass chewed out for it.”


I stifled the urge to drop my head into my hands. That wouldn’t be very good for the optics.


Fuck Tripp.


My engagement ring burned my finger. I wanted to take it off and leave it for that fucking cow to shit on.


I had cried when Tripp proposed. Actually cried. Now here we were, two years later.


He left me here without an “I love you” as he disappeared for work … again.


Christian paused in the kitchen when he saw me staring at my ring. Dammit.


“You alright, Princess?”


I swallowed. “Fine.”


He arched an eyebrow. “That look on your face wouldn’t have anything to do with that bag of ass who sped off and left you here, now would it?”


“This is my assignment. Him leaving just means I can get to work without the pleasantries. I don’t need him here to do my job.” Somehow it was one hundred percent true, but also a complete lie.


“Good. I hate him.”


I was a straight shooter, but I was surprised at his bluntness.


The front door burst open and two small humans barreled through in a cacophony of voices. Bags were thrown about, shoes were kicked off, and casual shouts of, “Hi, daddy,” rang out.


I stood amidst the flurry of activity, half surprised and half horrified.


Christian’s attention immediately left me. “There are my squirrels,” he said as he doled out hugs. “How was school?”


“It was fine,” the older one said. “Grandma already checked my homework. Can I have a snack?”


“No. Grandma’s making dinner,” he said without skipping a beat. “Change clothes and wash up. How was dance class?”


It was strange, standing in the middle of an unfamiliar house, watching someone else’s life play out.


Christian was a dad.


I didn’t know why I was surprised. He seemed like the type.


That was when I realized there was a fourth person in the family photos on the walls. A woman—blonde and smiling—holding a toddler and a baby.


At some point, the photos turned to just Christian and the two girls.


“Gracie—how was your day?” Christian asked.


“Fine,” the smaller one said.


“Tell me about it. What’d you do in school?”


“I can’t remember,” she said nonchalantly.


He raised an eyebrow. “You were there for seven hours and you can’t remember anything you did?”


She shrugged again.


“Tell me with your words, not your shoulders,” he said calmly as he opened a backpack and started thumbing through a folder.


“I hate Macy. She’s the worst.”


The sharp look that shot out of Christian’s eyes surprised even me, but his tone was gentle. “We don’t say that we hate people.”


“Yeah, but she’s⁠—”


He lifted an eyebrow, and the girl clammed up.


“Who are you?” The older one had reappeared and was staring at me with curiosity.


The other one—Gracie—spun, realizing a stranger was standing in her living room. “Whoa. You’re, like, really pretty.”


I lifted my chin. “Thank you.”


Christian tucked Gracie under his arm. “This is Ms. Parker. Grandpa hired her to work here.”


Ah, the distancing language of someone trying to avoid taking responsibility.


“Cass,” he said, addressing me. “These are my daughters, Bree and Gracie.”


“It’s Cassandra,” I said, correcting him yet again as I offered a handshake to the older one.


She stared at me like I was insane, then gave me a sideways high-five. “Nice to meet you.”


“You don’t look like a ranch hand,” Gracie said.


Christian groaned. “That’s because she’s not. Go change out of your dance clothes and put something on to go up to Grandma’s.”


The room cleared out at the prospect of dinner.


When it was just the two of us again, I crossed my arms. “You teach your kids not to say they hate people?”


He tipped his chin up. “That’s right.”


“You said you hated my fiancé.”


He shrugged. “Yeah, well, I can interact politely with people I don’t like. Once you’re grown, it shouldn’t be hard to compartmentalize being mature even if you have the desire to watch a human turd return to his roots and wade in a pool of shit. Be polite and let karma handle things. It can be a real bitch.”


I crooked a finger, drawing him closer. “So can I.”


His beard split, and he flashed a grin. “You want me to think that, don’t you?”


The truck ride back to the ranch house was significantly better than the horseback ride to Christian’s house.


I sat in the front while the girls giggled in the backseat. I still had no idea what I was going to do about my current living situation. That cabin was not habitable.


I also wasn’t about to have a prolonged sleepover in a house that included children.


Maybe Becks could do me a solid … again … and let me crash with her and her husband.


Then again, she was pregnant. Pregnant people grossed me out.


The truck stopped and the girls barreled out of the back.


“Ah—what do you think you’re doing? Get back inside,” Christian said.


I watched the situation unfold as Bree and Gracie climbed back into the truck, even though dinner waited for us inside.


Christian closed the door, waited until they settled, then opened the door again.


They climbed out exactly how they had the first time and immediately ran inside. I reached for my door handle, but he beat me to it.


“Rule number one. You ride in my truck; you let me open the door.”


I raised an eyebrow. “Is that what that was about?”


He nodded. “One day they’re gonna be old enough to go on dates. That means I have to teach them about acceptable treatment. I don’t know how you were raised, but my parents taught me to open doors for ladies. That’s what my daughters will expect.”


I slid out. The heels of my Manolos sunk into the dirt. “And here I was, thinking you’d be the ‘wait on the porch with a shotgun’ type. Or just lock them in their rooms until they’re forty.”


He chuckled as he slammed the door shut. “Don’t tempt me.”


I smoothed down the wrinkles and wished I could erase the dust smudges that streaked my favorite white power suit. It was low-cut and lethal.


I loved it.


I had been in these clothes for the better part of eighteen hours and desperately wanted to change, or at least put on fresh underwear.


I smelled like airports, horse shit, and spite.


Christian put his hand on my back as we made our way up the stairs, but I sidestepped his touch and caught a raised eyebrow in the process.


“I could run a marathon in these shoes. Stairs are nothing.”


But Christian didn’t argue. He merely faced forward. “Jackass did a real number on you,” he muttered into that beard of his.


I had never been into beards. I liked seeing the chiseled jawline of a man. But the way Christian ran his hand down the side of his beard stirred something dormant inside of me.


His was smooth and neat; trimmed an inch beneath his jawline. As he ducked inside the front door of the ranch house, he removed his cowboy hat, giving me another peek at the man bun that held loosely tied brown hair.


How long was his hair?


I settled into the role of an observer as I followed Christian through the house. Something stew-like smelled incredible.


The sound of giggling girls echoed upward into the tall-pitched ceiling. Christian hung his hat on a hat rack, careful not to knock the other ones down.


“Hey,” Becks said from a recliner in the open living room. She looked miserably happy.


I never understood the baby thing. Why would a woman voluntarily put herself through nine months of hell and eighteen years of parental prison?


I knew, without a shadow of a doubt, that I was not a baby person. Or a kid person. Or a teenager person. Or a young adult person.


I mostly tolerated the twenty-six and up population.


“Did you get settled in?” she asked, taking a bite from a bowl of mashed potatoes that rested on top of her enormous baby bump.


I brushed my hair over my shoulder and lifted my chin. “Not exactly.”


“Whoever sees Jackson next, tell him I need to have a conversation with him,” Christian said, cool as a cucumber.


The room froze.


Becks’s mouth dropped open. “Holy crap.”


“What?”


When Christian turned his back and delved into a conversation with someone who looked almost exactly like him, Becks spoke quietly. “I’ve never seen him that angry before.”


“That’s angry?”


Becks smirked and shoveled in a spoonful of potatoes. “Oh yeah. Chris is as even-tempered as they come. I’ve never heard him so much as raise his voice.” She pointed across the room at him. “That’s fury.”


Once, I had thrown a crystal vase across my office because I was pissed off at a client.


At least I didn’t throw it at the client.


Such was the life of a publicist.


Well … an ex-publicist.


“It makes me wonder how he gets out all his stress,” Becks whispered.


But she didn’t elaborate. Christian and his look-alike headed for us.


From the back, they were the same height and build, but from the front, the differences were easy to spot.


Christian had a brown man bun, beard, and heavy dad bod with a curved belly. The other guy was more of a dirty blond with hair buzzed short in a military cut. His face was mostly clean-shaven, except for a light layer of sandy stubble. He was built like G.I. Joe.


“Cass, this is my brother, Nate,” Christian said.


“Cassandra,” I clipped under my breath.


Christian just smirked.


“That Griffith brother belongs to me,” Becks said, pointing the potato spoon at Christian’s brother.


Nate extended his hand. “Nice to meet you. Becks has told me a lot about you.”


He didn’t strike me as the cowboy type. His posture and presence screamed military.


“Well done,” I said out of the corner of my mouth when Christian’s girls tackled Nate.


Becks grinned and gently smoothed a hand over her bump as it moved like an alien was inside of her.


Oh God. My stomach roiled. That was so fucking gross.


“Are you okay, Miss Cassandra?” Gracie said, leaping off her uncle like a monkey swinging from a tree. “You look like Bree when she’s about to throw up.”


I took a steadying breath and put on a smile. “I’m fine.”


“Daddy says that when women say they’re fine that it’s a lie, so we’re not supposed to say we’re fine.”


Becks snorted.


I braced my hands on my knees and bent to be just above her level. “Did your daddy also tell you it’s not nice to demand a different answer when someone has already given you one?”


Gracie didn’t flinch. “No, but my therapist says that it’s better to say how we feel so we can deal with it and move on rather than letting it soup.”


“Rather than letting it stew,” Bree corrected from across the room.


Gracie shrugged and skipped away, blissfully unbothered. “I like soup better. Chicken noodle is my favorite.”


What kind of father encouraged his kids to go to therapy like an emotionally available, self-aware parent?


Didn’t Christian know he was supposed to ignore all expressions of personal feelings like the rest of the dads out there? Or at least like mine had.


“You must be Ms. Parker,” an older woman said from behind me.


I turned just fast enough to catch a glimpse of silver hair before arms wrapped around me.


My back went ramrod straight.


Therapy and hugs. This family was so fucking weird.
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