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Chapter One

The metallic click of a weapon sounded inches from Colton Nox’s head. The noise had every muscle in his body as locked and loaded as the weapon poised at his temple.

“On your knees.” The gritty voice was all too familiar, distinctive for the broken accent.

Colton’s mind jumped to the next segment of the memory. Skipping over the worst moment—the one where he made the biggest mistake of his life—was his modus operandi when it came to this memory.

Now he sat in the Humvee, body rocking as they rolled along the desert track leading out of Iraq. Operation Nicklaus never hit the news. The only people it affected were dead and buried.

Colton’s brain flinched from the sounds of explosions and screams.

He piled out of the Humvee with his commanding officer and two other men who’d survived the horrific ops—only to be ambushed on the only road leading out of the city.

He could feel his rifle in his arms. The scope pressed against his eye and the crosshairs on the person none of them thought they’d ever get a shot at.

His finger twitched, but he was cool when he squeezed off the shot. Before the body hit the ground, he jerked out of the reverie.

Neck aching from the sharp angle of his head against the airplane window, Colton stifled a groan as he straightened in his seat. His long legs were cramped from the economy seating and the packed flight. When his elbow brushed against the passenger beside him, he glanced at her, an apology on his lips.

The words faded as he realized she was asleep and he hadn’t even jostled her. Scrubbing a hand over his face, he attempted to shake the nightmare that looped in his mind ever since that day.

The day when he fucked up. Bucked authority. Not even killing the leader of a renowned terrorist group could ever make up for Colton’s lack of judgment that cost his best friend his life.

Yeah, it was a goddamn nightmare he lived with daily, hourly, sometimes minute by minute.

It was the one thing that could get him on a flight to Montana to face a new nightmare.

He reached into the pocket of his black leather jacket and slipped out the letter. He unfolded the sheet of paper, smoothing the creases put there from folding again and again, and read the first line written in angular script as if the pain of the person writing it seeped into each jagged point.

The letter was difficult to read, but Colton knew it by heart.

A letter from Forest’s father. He thanked him for being beside his son when he died.

Clearly, Sean Gracey was not aware that Colton was responsible for Forest’s death.

He continued to skim over the letter. Gracey accepted Colton’s offer to help on the prestigious horse ranch where Forest grew up. He also warned him that Colton would receive no special consideration. He’d be treated like any other ranch hand.

Sean Gracey closed the letter by telling him to expect back-breaking work that would snap a city boy like him in half.

Colton’s lips twitched at one corner. That was his favorite line—he heard Forest’s voice in his head each time he read it.

But dammit, being broken went against the grain. He was an angry boy who had grown into an angry man with a weapon that the US government placed in his hands. He fought his way through several rings of hell.

Military school hadn’t smothered the banked anger inside him. Four years of that only tacked on an added layer of annoyance with authority.

These things earned him top rank. It got him through SEAL training and carried him through several top-secret ops in the Middle East and South America.

The final op would stick out in his mind forever as the time when he went too far.

He rolled his shoulders to dislodge some of the tension banding across them, but stopped when the woman next to him stirred.

Snap a city boy like you in half.

Colton welcomed the challenge and a different kind of pain that would, with any luck, help ease the guilt of what he’d done. Call it penance or punishment. Either way, he was ready.

The plane touched down nice and smooth. The woman beside him lifted her head and gazed at him through a haze of sleep. Colton quickly folded the letter and slipped it back into his pocket.

His phone buzzed with a text message, and since he wasn’t leaving his seat in the back of the plane anytime soon, he read it.

Just seeing the name on the screen jerked his mind away from his own problems to the second job offer he’d received since leaving DEVGRU, the navy special warfare development group. Ross Wynton of the WEST Protection security agency had been trying to recruit him for the two months it took to get out of Iraq and back to the States.

Ross wanted him on his team bad. And it was a great option for Colton.

Just not one he could accept.

Sure I can’t change your mind, Nox? Ross texted.

Thanks for the offer, but I made a promise I intend to keep. I’m going to help save the ranch. For Forest.

I understand. The offer is always on the table for you.

Colton saw no need to reply and pocketed the phone. As he left the plane, an older man stared at him hard.

Colton gave him a single nod.

“Thank you for your service.”

Damn, even in civvies he stuck out as military. People always knew. Something about the way he carried himself.

He ducked his head in response but said nothing. When he reached the gate, a woman threw him a smile and also thanked him for his service.

He didn’t grin, but he did bear it. The last thing he wanted was thanked for serving his country. Especially now.

Moving with the flow of passengers, he reached baggage claim and glanced around at the crowd. Many wore cowboy hats and boots. Plenty wore jeans and heavy work jackets that made his own worn black leather one stick out just as much as he did due to his size.

Nearby, a woman rushed up to a man and threw her arms around him. He engulfed her in his arms, crushing her to his chest and burying his face in her hair. The display of affection made Colton look away.

His gaze landed on a couple of kids bouncing up and down as an older lady made her way toward them.

“Nana!” One child hurled herself at the woman and wrapped herself around the woman’s knees.

Colton shifted his gaze yet again and stopped on a stunning blonde. Her thick tresses fell down her back in a straight mass to the waist of the pair of tiny cutoff shorts she wore. Toned legs had been bronzed by the sun and were mouthwateringly long, ending in tan cowgirl boots with embroidered threads.

When she pivoted, his gaze moved up her body again and landed on the sign she held.

A sign with his name on it.

His heart stopped.

Peering closer, he saw her resemblance to the freckled, lanky girl in the photos Forest carried with him for so many years.

This alluring beauty must be the only girl Colton could never touch.

Forest’s baby sister, Meadow.

* * * * *

Meadow schooled her expression into the bored one she was so used to adopting. Daddy always sent her on the worst errands. When he told her to pick up the new ranch hand at the airport, she argued that the ranch manager could do it.

Of course, then Daddy gave her a look over the rim of his coffee cup that told her, arguing was pointless. When he did speak to her, it was usually  about staying out of trouble.

Half-heartedly gripping the sign she’d scribbled a name on with little care, she glanced over the group of passengers.

She’d never admit it, but deep down, her stomach fluttered with butterflies of excitement. She was about to meet someone else who knew her brother—who might want to talk about him with her.

As always when she thought of Forest, a leaden pang hit her stomach. In this godawful world, Forest was the one person who understood her. He even understood her more than their baby sister Ivy.

Now he was gone.

She tapped the toe of her boot on the floor and scanned the crowd once more for this “ranch hand” she was supposed to pick up.

Colton Nox.

She’d only seen one photo of him, with his arm slung over Forest’s shoulders as they both grinned at whoever held the camera.

She knew plenty about her brother’s best friend, though. Whenever Forest would call or write home, Colton featured in all his stories. She wanted to know more about the man Forest was so fond of.

She also wanted to know what really happened to rip her big brother away from her forever.

When she swung around, she stopped dead. A huge man was staring at her. His intense gaze burned straight past the surface and hit a mark…too close to the pain she kept shrouded inside her.

Snapping her spine straight, she lifted her chin and stared right back.

He took a step toward her. Her instinct to back away from someone so big—so imposing—was strong. But she locked her boots to the floor and gave him a defiant toss of her head as he closed the gap between them.

A ripple ran through her body. She didn’t expect Colton to be so…dangerous.

He stopped in front of her and looked down at the sign she held. “You from the Gracey Ranch?”

“You must be the new shit-shoveler my father took on.” There seemed to be new people showing up on the ranch a lot lately.

He cocked a brow. “Where’s your vehicle?”

His question threw her. For as long as she could remember, when she fired a shot with words, people shot back. They either got ticked off or spouted something nasty in return.

Colton did neither.

She spun on her heels and flung a look over her shoulder. “This way.”

Without waiting to see if he followed her or even had his luggage collected from baggage claim, she took off at a fast clip toward the exit. On the way past a trash can, she pitched the sign into it. It lay there face-up with his name on it.

She replayed the name in her head. Colton Nox. Hell, from the things Forest said about him, the man was almost famous. He could never disclose sensitive information about their actions in DEVGRU, but he had plenty of tales about Colton standing up to anybody who challenged him.

He walked behind her for only a few steps before moving up next to her. She cast him a look from the corner of her eye.

From those photos, she knew he was taller than Forest by a few inches, but seeing it in 3D was a shock to the system. Meadow was tall for a woman, but this guy dwarfed her by a good six inches and a hundred pounds of muscle.

They reached the doors, and she stuck out a hand to shove one open. The Montana air, usually fresh, stank with exhaust from a dozen vehicles parked outside the airport.

Meadow continued without missing a stride. Their new ranch hand kept pace easily with her, and no wonder—if her legs were long, his were tree trunks.

When they reached the big black pickup bearing the logo of her family’s ranch on the side, she clicked the unlock button on the key fob.

“You don’t look handicapped to me.” Colton had only uttered a few words to her, and now his deep voice jolted her with its grit.

She threw him a look. “I’m not. Why?”

“You parked in a handicapped spot.”

She planted a boot on the ledge of the open door to launch herself inside. “So what? They don’t need this many handicapped spots.”

He leaned over and eyed the windshield. “Looks like you got a parking ticket.”

The pink slip of paper jammed under her wiper blade brought a cuss to her lips. With a sigh, she hung out the door to grab the ticket. She threw it on the ground and slammed the door shut again.

When Colton stowed his oversized duffel bag in the back and climbed into the passenger seat, Meadow tried to ignore his low chuckle.

But it edged under her skin.

She backed out of the spot and rolled out of the parking lot toward the highway leading to the ranch.

“How are you associated with the Gracey Ranch?” He must be warming up to her if he was asking questions.

She was wrong about his size. He wasn’t just huge—he was a giant. His head almost brushed the ceiling, and his hard body took up the entire seat. His thick forearm rested on the center console, looking like a weapon of mass destruction with all those veins snaking through sinew.

“My family has owned the ranch for the past three generations. I’m Meadow.”

Did he recognize her name the same way she knew his? Had Forest mentioned her to his friend?

Of course she already knew he had—Forest was her number one champion. Her playmate in childhood.

Her protector in her teen years.

Her stomach hollowed at that thought, which she shoved deep inside her where it would never see the light of day.

“Forest’s sister.” His voice came thick and rough.

The tears she hadn’t shed in months since that terrible day when they received word Forest was killed in action threatened at the back of her throat. She gulped around the lump.

She wanted to talk about her brother—needed to. Daddy refused to mention him at all. She understood it was hard for him, but dammit, it was hard for her too. And her sister was off gallivanting through Europe, running from it all.

Silence filled every corner of the truck, heavy and charged. Meadow was usually the one to cause discomfort, and living with this was bordering on unbearable.

After half an hour, they turned onto the main street leading through the small town that was local to the ranch. She waved a nonchalant hand. “Welcome to Eden, Montana. Population 997. We’ve got two bars, a grocery store, three churches and a bunch of assholes calling themselves cowboys.”

He grunted but said nothing.

“There’s not much to do here besides drink beer and rustle horses. I hope you don’t expect to be entertained.” She was rambling, something she did whenever she was nervous. And the big SEAL next to her made her palms sweat on the steering wheel, she gripped it so tightly.

When he didn’t respond, irritation wove through her. Was the guy a part-time mute? Did he take a grenade to the brain back in Iraq?

Despite Forest’s good view of him, Colton Nox probably thought he was better than her. When it came to men, they didn’t see her as the grown woman she was. And her father sure as hell didn’t see her as one. How many times did he tell her not to speak to his business associates when they came to the ranch?

“You’re a city boy.”

“Yes.”

“Wow. Forest didn’t tell me what a big conversationalist you are.”

He didn’t respond at all. She didn’t get a single rise from him—not even a grunt.

The small town melted away to open fields and mountains.

“A misconception about Montana is it doesn’t get hot. But at this time of year, the humidity’s high and you’re gonna sweat your balls off.”

“Right.”

Right? He didn’t even respond to her crass statement? His one-word answers were driving her crazy.

She shot him a look from the corner of her eye.

His rugged features were chiseled from granite. His jaw set in a firm line that made her think that he wasn’t capable of smiling at all, even though she swore he’d chuckled when she tossed the parking ticket on the ground.

“Have you ever worked on a ranch before?”

“No.”

“Seen one?”

“No.”

“Can you say more than one word at a time?” She realized how childish she sounded, but she didn’t care right now. Her hopes of ever talking about Forest with this friend of his were dying a quick death.

“Yes, I can.”

“Holy shit. That’s three words. I’m stunned.”

He snorted.

Silence stretched on for the twenty minutes more it took to reach the long dirt drive and metal gates with the Gracey name arching above them.

“This is the ranch.”

When he didn’t respond, she braked hard. The action rocked her forward in her seat, but Colton didn’t seem to budge. Her eyes narrowed on him, and all of the annoyance she felt with him for this entire ride burned like vitriol on her tongue.

“You knew my brother. How did he die?”

He turned his head slowly and pierced her in his dark, dark gaze. Those eyes…they sparked with danger and were wired with explosives. She got the feeling that if she made one misstep, a single look from him wouldn’t just wound her—it would end her.

“He died because of me. I’m the reason your brother is dead.”


Chapter Two

Colton’s revelation should keep Meadow away from him. As annoying and immature as she was, she clearly wasn’t stupid.

Now she would know enough to stay away from him.

With his heavy bag in hand and his rucksack slung over his shoulder, he strode toward the impressive barn. The siding was black with a pristine fence enclosing what he guessed was a corral on the side and more fencing that separated pastures for cows.

A few men were out working on a piece of heavy farm equipment, but not many. Not enough workers for a property this big.

The main house looked like a huge cabin built for royalty. The log siding was where the rustic aesthetic ended, though. The front door was modern, and the thick beams supporting the porch were painted black to match the barn. A wide porch wrapped around the side. From here, he spotted a grouping of chairs to while away lazy days.

Lush green fields stretched out from all sides and ran straight up to the purple foothills in the distance. Beyond that sat the mountain range Forest had talked about so much.

It felt like stepping into a memory that didn’t belong to him.

As he watched the men, one dropped something. The loud clanking noise made Colton’s chest seize.

Instinct kicked in, and he almost reached for a rifle on his back that wasn’t there.

He dropped his hand. This wasn’t battle. No one was shooting at him. He was on a ranch in the Montana mountains.

The patter of boots on the ground behind him made him toss a look over his shoulder. The little blonde spitfire rushing to catch up to him brought a sigh to Colton’s lips.

What could Forest’s little sister want? Nothing good, he was sure.

He lengthened his strides, and she jogged faster. When she grabbed his arm, he stopped. She stood close. So close that a jolt of awareness rolled through his groin and reminded him that he was a man who hadn’t been laid in several months.

She blinked up at him, her eyes wide and sky blue, fringed with dark lashes that seemed devoid of mascara. Which surprised him.

Colton didn’t like surprises.

This woman—young woman—was not for him.

He shook her hand off his arm.

“What you said about Forest—”

He cut her off. “Your father deserves to know I got your brother killed.”

She sucked in a sharp gasp. The sound doubled his awareness of just how close she still stood. As if she refused to back off, no matter what terrible things he told her.

He twisted away from her and continued toward the barn doors thrown wide open only steps away. A few flies buzzed. The scent of hay sitting in the sun, gently reeking, filled his nose.

As he reached the opening, a man stepped out. Tall, muscular but lean. His light brown hair was threaded with silver, but his Stetson covered most of it.

If Forest were allowed to reach this man’s age, he would have looked like him.

The man wiped his hands on a faded old rag. Under his cowboy hat, his eyes were faded too—dimmed by the pain of life.

Colton had seen it before. Hell, he sometimes saw it reflected in the mirror right before he shoved away the memory of what happened back in that goddamn desert.

Sean Gracey, owner of the ranch, and Forest’s father, gave him a once-over. “You must be the new ranch hand.”

“Yes, sir.” He wasn’t so long out of the military that he didn’t remember to show respect.

“What’s your name again?”

“Nox. Colton Nox.”

“Well, Nox, what makes you think you have what it takes to work on the Gracey?”

“Your son said so.”

A weighty silence hung between them, a fog of loaded words that went unspoken. “What happened to my son?”

Colton held his gaze. “I got him killed.”

“Jesus Christ!” The soft blasphemy exploded from Meadow, who stood off to the side, watching the exchange.

Gracey’s jaw shifted. The crease bulged, and his fists curled. When he spoke, the words blazed with barely harnessed fury. “What the hell are you doing on my land?”

Colton raised his jaw. “Forest and I had an agreement. If one of us didn’t make it out, the other would see to it that our family didn’t lose their livelihood. So I’m here. I’m here to work.”

The flies seemed to buzz louder. Colton swore he could even hear the sun beating down on the land. And Meadow was right—it was hot. He needed to get himself a hat if he was going to work outdoors.

Assuming that Gracey didn’t throw him off the ranch that had been in his family for three generations.

For an excruciating heartbeat, Forest’s father sized him up. This could go either way—and Colton knew it.

Finally, he nodded. When he twitched his head for Colton to follow, he did.

He led him through the barn, past empty stalls, to a side door leading into the corral. “You ever see a horse before?”

“Couple times.”

“Well, each of these horses are worth more than your life.”

The harsh, blunt words made Colton shoot a glance at Meadow, who’d trailed along on this tour. Now he could see what Forest meant by his dad and sister being cut from the same bolt of cloth.

There was an even younger sister as well. After Forest’s death, she took off to backpack Europe. Colton didn’t know much about her—Forest’s biggest concern was for Meadow.

He wasn’t here to impress her or her father. He was here to fulfill a promise to his best friend.

Without another word about the horses, Gracey walked back out. Colton trailed a step behind, with Meadow on his right. Having her with him made him feel a little more sure of his reasons for coming, but he didn’t want her around at all.

Not when those tanned legs were a mile long and he wanted to throw her boots over his shoulders while pounding into her.

The young woman he saw in Forest’s photos had grown up.

She better keep her distance from him too.

Gracey pointed at the house. “You’ll never be invited in the house.”

“Daddy!”

He didn’t react to Meadow’s outburst. Colton didn’t either.

“The work you’ll be expected to do is all outside. You’re low man on the totem pole, so be prepared to shovel a lot of shit.”

He glanced over at Meadow and saw her grin flash, her teeth dazzling white. She didn’t even bother to hide her amusement. Of course, she’d said the very same thing when she greeted him at the airport.

Gracey turned and struck off in another direction. He pointed out several outbuildings and led him past an empty chicken coop with a flock pecking the grass outside. Finally, he stopped in front of a building that looked one step lower than what the chickens got, though larger.

“This is the bunkhouse where you’ll be living—unless you fuck up and I throw you out. From now on, you’ll take your orders from Zach Webb. He’s in charge around here.”

Colton met his gaze. “Thank you, sir.” Gripping his bag tightly, he ducked under the doorframe and entered the bunkhouse.

A wall of heat blasted him in the face, along with the reek of BO. He’d survived worse conditions.

His eyes adjusted to the interior lighting, and he was looking at a worn wood table piled with bags of potato chips and a jar of pickles set off to one side. Five guys gathered around it.

A big guy who looked as if he’d participated in his fair share of fistfights lounged at the head of the table. His gaze raked over Colton. “Why the fuck are you in my bunkhouse?”

He dropped his bag to the dusty floor. “I gotta say, the greetings around here are warm as hell.”

Behind him, Meadow snickered. Everyone else was dead silent.

Colton leveled his gaze on the cowboy who thought he was big shit when he was barely a fart. “I’m your new ranch hand. Call me Nox.”

* * * * *

Meadow slipped her feet into her Laramie cowgirl boots, the ones she picked up in the expensive outfitter in Bose last time she was there. Straightening, she smoothed her hands over her breasts and the stomach-baring white cotton top she wore, and down to her denim skirt hanging off her hips.

The skirt was a bit too short. So was her top. She angled her body left and right to examine her appearance. She had to admit her tight top made her pushup bra earn its keep.

Friday nights around the ranch were extremely dull, which was why she always headed into Eden to meet her friends for dancing and a round of drinks.

Turning to the full-length mirror in the entryway, she fluffed her long blonde tresses. The ends curled low on her tight abdomen that also drew a lot of attention if she chose to show off her hard work spent training horses five mornings a week and all those disgusting protein shakes she forced herself to suck down to stay fit.

Satisfied that her appearance would catch the attention she was seeking, she left the house and stepped onto the wide front porch. The roof offered a hint of respite from the hot sun. But she had no intention of lingering in the shade.

No, after a full week of trying to catch Colton Nox’s eye, she was through playing cat and mouse. Or in this case, just cat. He hadn’t paid her a bit of attention.

Today, there was no way he’d be able to ignore her when she paraded by.

She strolled down the steps and across the thick grass, angling toward the corral where she’d seen him working at this time every day this week. A free-range chicken skittered out of her path, and she lengthened her strides to reach the corral faster.

Every time she tried to run into Colton or talk to him, he brushed her off.

A few ranch hands were in the training ring, working with horses. As she approached the fence, a cowboy looked up from the filly he was training and thumbed his hat in greeting.

He said something to another guy, who moved to take over with the training. As the ranch hand sauntered her way, he gave her a wide smile. She leaned her arms on the fence and smiled back.

Colton wasn’t in sight, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t around. Any moment, he could walk out of the barn and see her.

“Hi, Dude.”

Dude was the name everyone called the ranch hand. Apparently, he earned it on one of the other big ranches and brought it with him to the Gracey.

He nudged the brim of his hat up to eye her. His gaze dropped from her face to her cleavage enhanced by the pushup bra and tight-fitting top. “You headed to the Badlands this evening?”

“Every Friday.”

“Gonna do some dancing?”

“Plan to.” She cast a look around the vicinity, but only managed to catch the attention of a couple guys walking out of the barn. One carried a saddle, but rather than put it on the horse it was meant for, he set it on the top rail of the fence and leaned in to talk to Meadow.

“Hiya, Meadow. Looking mighty pretty today.” His eyes creased when he smiled. She might think he was good-looking in that rough and rugged way all cowboys did, if she didn’t know what a man whore he was down at Badlands. It wasn’t only a rumor that he slept with all the girls in town—she’d seen him leaving the bar with them.

“Thanks.” She tried to keep her focus on the small talk, but she turned her head left and right, hoping to see Colton. She was wasting her time standing here.

She pushed off the fence. “Well, I’ve got better things to do than stand around talking to you two.”

They laughed at her biting words, and she felt their gazes on her ass as she walked away.

She strutted around the front of the barn. An older guy who shod their horses drifted to the door to watch her. As she rounded the corner, she caught sight of the ranch manager, who threw her a smile and a wave. As soon as she entered the bar, plenty of guys would be eye-fucking her.

She only wanted attention from one man, and he was nowhere to be seen.

Colton Nox wouldn’t even give her the time of day. She was beginning to feel like Forest’s nerdy little sister all over again.

She continued to roam the ranch in search of the former SEAL turned cowpoke. At least her father had left the ranch for a conference, and she didn’t have to worry about him telling her off for how she was dressed. Anyway, she was an adult and didn’t need him to shield her.

Not that her father ever had. That was Forest.

“Don’t you think you should go inside, out of this heat?” The drawl came from behind her. She spun, heart thumping at the thought of Colton standing there.

But it was only Zach, the ranch manager.

She gave him a defiant look. “If my father told you to watch over me, you’re wasting your time.”

He chuckled. His eyes crinkled with amusement that changed him from the stern guy who’d done a stint in prison before coming to the Gracey Ranch to something more relaxed. “Your father did mention he’ll be gone a few weeks. Those meetings with feed suppliers and horse buyers takes time.”

She cocked a brow. “So he did tell you to watch over me.”

He studied her for a long moment. “I’m in charge of the ranch while he’s gone.”

“I don’t need looking after. Spare your energy for the horses and the guys you boss around.”

God, she was tired of being treated like a gangly kid. Her father would never see her as an adult, and since Forest’s death, he’d come down even harder about her behavior. Not that she ever got herself in trouble. Sure, she flirted with the ranch hands and a few men down at Badlands, but that didn’t mean she wasn’t one hundred percent in control at all times.

She brushed her long hair over one shoulder. “I’m heading into Eden tonight. Don’t wait up for me.”

“You sure that’s a good idea?” Webb looked over her outfit like some protective uncle.

The last thing she needed.

“Don’t worry, I’ll find a man who knows how to treat me right—at least for the night!”

Webb laughed again, but this time his eyes narrowed as if he didn’t quite know whether or not to believe her.

Since she wasn’t getting what she wanted from this conversation—and she hadn’t found Colton either—she walked away from the manager without another word. As she crossed the yard to her pickup parked in front of the four-stall garage, she swept her gaze over the ranch in hopes of seeing Forest’s military buddy.

From the brief times she’d seen him, she sure remembered every detail about him. His height and build, the way his dark eyes settled on her and seemed to trace her movements—at least before he realized she caught him looking.

By the time she reached her vehicle, she was sweating slightly from the extreme heat that wouldn’t improve after the sun went down. Badlands would be even hotter, with all those bodies crowded into a stuffy building, doing two things that raised their temperature even higher—drinking alcohol and dancing.

She jumped behind the wheel of her truck and sang along with the radio as she drove into Eden. The small town was filled with pedestrians walking the streets to visit the pubs and restaurants. Parking on both side of the street was packed with the kind of cars that stuck out here as belonging to city folk. Any self-respecting Montana native owned something with four-wheel drive for the mountainous terrain.

Aiming the air conditioner vent at her breasts, she attempted to cool down before she walked into the bar and met her girlfriends, like she did every Friday night.

In the back of her mind she heard the echo of Forest’s words.

Be careful while I’m gone, Meadow. You know things can happen quick.

Well, her brother wasn’t coming back. She was on her own, and she did plan to exercise caution tonight, like every night she left the house.

She also wasn’t kidding when she told Webb she was going to find a man tonight.

For all of her twenty-six years, living in a small town populated mostly by men, Meadow…was a virgin.

A big fat untouched nun. While her friends were hooking up, Meadow went home alone.

And she was tired of it.

Oh, she had good reason for waiting. But she was sick of being the last virgin in Montana over the age of twenty.

As she bumped into the parking lot of Badlands, she was more than ready for what the joint was known for—tossing back a few drinks and finding a little trouble. She spotted her friend Desiree’s SUV parked near the door and squeezed into the small space beside her.

The thump of the music’s bass shook the walls and thrummed through the evening air. When she climbed out of her truck, she double-checked that it was locked before stowing her key fob in her bra for safekeeping.

Now she only had to avoid leaving her drink unattended. Just in case, Forest had always told her. And she had to make certain to leave the bar with a group of people so no one got a chance to harass a lone woman in the parking lot.

Suddenly, she realized that while her big brother was no longer with her, he still watched over her. The precautions he drilled into her carried on the legacy of his protection.

The door opened, letting out a blast of music right in her face. Two guys stumbled out, supporting a third between them.

Meadow turned her head to watch them. Her hair waved over her cheek and into one eye, but it didn’t obstruct her view of a tall, muscular man standing at the bar.

Meadow blinked several times to adjust to the dim lighting of the interior. She must be seeing things. Why would Colton Nox be at Badlands when the other ranch hands were still wrapping up evening chores before heading into town for some fun of their own?

She jerked forward, intending to ask him exactly that, but a familiar whistle sounded from her right. She glanced around to see Desiree at one of their usual tables, waving for her to come over and join her.

Giving Nox another narrow look he never saw, Meadow headed over to the table. She pulled out a seat and plopped into it without tearing her stare away from Forest’s friend.

The bartender slid two bottles toward him, and Nox wrapped a hand around each before turning away.

Two beers. Who was the other one for? Unless he was double-fisting tonight, he was buying someone a drink.

He disappeared, swallowed by the crowd lingering around the edge of the dance floor.

Desiree snapped her fingers in front of Meadow’s face. “Who are you so focused on?”

“Nobody.” She popped out of her chair. “I’ll get us the first round.”

“The waitress will get—” Her friend’s words were lost as she left.

Meadow rushed to the bar and quickly leaned over to order two drinks.

“Wooee! Look at you!” A guy on a barstool wagged his brows.

She cast him a narrow glance. “Go fuck yourself.”

He laughed, but she wasn’t going to waste her time talking to someone like that. She was too busy staring at Colton.

He had one of the local girls tucked up against his side, his arm draped over her shoulders much the same way that Meadow had seen in Forest’s photo of the buddies in his squadron.

Then Meadow switched her attention to the lucky woman.

Gabby Raylon. Son of a bitch! Of all the people for Colton to hook up with.

The other girl was always terrible to Meadow, ever since Forest dumped her for cheating on him. Did Colton know that? Surely not. How could he possibly know?

He moved his hand, wrapping those long, tanned fingers around her shoulder and spinning her to face him. Then he cupped her face in one big palm…and kissed her.


Chapter Three

The jukebox thumped out a tinny version of “Friends in Low Places” while some drunk guys in the back sang along, slurring their words.

This wasn’t Colton’s first night in Badlands, but tonight was even more packed and stuffy than the previous Friday when he’d come for a beer with a couple guys from the ranch. That was the night he met Gabby.

She was pretty enough, in a small-town way. She fit in with the rest of the crowd, all in their country best, which seemed to mean a clean shirt and jeans without holes.

Gabby planted a hand on his chest, face tilted up to his and a slightly tipsy but alluring smile on her face. He’d seen smiles like that before—it meant she would be more than willing to get in the old work truck he was driving and let him take her back to her place, which she’d informed him that very first night was only two blocks away from the bar.

Before she could suggest that they leave together, he nodded at the drink she held, a fizzy hard cider that turned his stomach with the smell.

As if reminded that she should drink it, she brought the bottle to her lips and took a sip. When she pulled her mouth away, her lipstick clung to the glass.

He looked away and scanned the crowd. The rest of the guys were on their way here, but since Colton completed his chores first—and fastest—Webb gave him the reluctant go-ahead to leave for the night.

The manager didn’t like the fact that Colton picked up on things fast and didn’t need to be shown how to do something more than once. In the first few days, he was doing everything faster and more precisely than the others.

His fellow ranch hands were amicable enough, though. Easygoing and as fun-loving as a pack of mutts. Colton noted how they joked more whenever the boss wasn’t around, and the minute Gracey drove down the long dirt road leading to the highway, they cut loose.

Word was the boss would be gone for at least two weeks, possibly three. And that left Colton wondering how Meadow would handle being in the big house all alone.

Being tallest in the room had its advantages, and he was able to see clear to the other side of the room. When his focus snagged on a head of blonde hair, he stared harder.

He’d seen the woman swish her thick hair over her shoulder more than once as she pranced around the ranch in skimpy sundresses and cowgirl boots, showing off those tanned legs to anyone willing to look—which was every man there.

Even Webb, who had a good fifteen years on Forest’s sister, wanted a piece of Meadow.

Colton’s gaze dropped lower to the tiny Band-Aid of denim barely clinging to her small, firm ass.

His cock jerked hard against his fly.

Goddamn the woman. Forest’s words swirled in Colton’s head.

Watch out for Meadow too.

How the hell was he supposed to obey his friend’s wishes when she was dressed like that?

She threw back her head and laughed at something the guy clad in black leather at the bar said. He slipped a hand around her, curling his fingers on the slim band of exposed flesh beneath her crop top, and tugged her closer to stand between his knees.

Gabby was talking, but Colton didn’t pay any attention to her at all.

At that moment, Dude, one of the workers on the Gracey, walked up to Meadow. He said something to her, and she shoved him away, still laughing.

Dude spoke to the guy who had his hands all over Meadow, spreading across her ass.

Meadow’s companion glared at him. Whatever he said to Dude had the ranch hand shaking his head and walking away.

From across the room, Colton watched the guy at the bar push Meadow against his cock and grind it into her.

Goddamn. The woman was just begging for trouble. Forest would not approve. But she must know what she was getting into—she’d probably done it a dozen times before.

Another ranch hand Colton worked with moved up to the bar and said something to Meadow.

Again, she blew him off, flicking her fingers for him to go the way she’d shoo a bug.

Colton’s focus narrowed. The noise, the confusion, faded away, and he only saw Meadow, the guy who wanted to fuck her and the ranch hand obviously trying to get her away from him.

Gabby thrust her bottle into Colton’s hand. She went on tiptoe to speak into his ear. “I’m going to the ladies’ room!”

He nodded but didn’t shift his gaze away from Meadow. He knew all too well that things happened fast.

One minute you’re looking at your friend standing a few feet away, and the next he’s blown apart.

His gut wrenched.

Forest would not want that guy playing around with his sister.

Colton set the beer bottles he held on the closest table and started toward them just as the other ranch hand gave up trying. Colton caught him by the shoulder.

Turning, he saw Colton and relief passed over his craggy features.

“What’s going on?” Colton asked.

“Boss’s daughter is drunk. She shouldn’t be here. She refuses to let any of us drive her home.” He gave a shake of his head. “It’s above my paygrade.”

Colton started to say that she was a grown woman and could take care of herself. Then he heard Forest in his head again. How he used to talk about Meadow and how he made Colton promise to look after her.

Dammit.

He’d been avoiding the woman for a week. Now he would have to not only try to talk some sense into her but keep his hands off those supple curves she was so clearly offering up on a platter to the first taker hungry enough.

And being the most gorgeous woman in the bar—hell, in Eden from what he’d seen—it wouldn’t take much to lure in half the men here tonight.

She hung on the guy she was schmoozing, clinging to his shoulders. Her red fingernails bit into the black leather of the biker’s vest as she turned those sweet lips upward for his kiss.

Colton shoved his way through the crowd. In just a few steps, he reached her. Grabbing her by the arm, he dragged her off the biker.

“Hey, buddy! Get your own woman! This one’s mine.”

He leveled the man in a glare that had him shrinking back on his stool.

Meadow twisted and pulled, trying to free herself from Colton’s grip.

The biker held up his hands in surrender. “Fine. She’s yours.”

“Ugh! You weak asshole!” Meadow’s words were slurred but still infused with that bratty tone of voice that Colton heard every time she opened her mouth.

“You’re coming with me.” He dragged her through the clusters of people and out of the bar, her fighting him the whole way.

In the parking lot, she dug in her boot heels like an unruly child.

He stared down at her. Christ, did she have to smell like vanilla, cheap beer and arousal?

“Let go!”

“You can walk to my truck or I can throw you over my shoulder. You decide,” he bit off.

She wrenched away from him. In a fast clip, she took off walking, stumbled on a tiny pea-sized stone and almost fell flat on her face.

Colton gripped her by the arm and hauled her the rest of the way to the beat-up Dodge that had seen better days. Webb told him if he could get the truck running, he could drive it. He wasn’t so amused when Colton had the engine firing within an hour of tinkering with it.

“Let go of me!” She tried to yank her arm away, and he tightened his grip, not even caring if he left bruises on her. She needed to learn a lesson about safety in bars, around men…and dressed in skimpy clothes that wouldn’t stop a flea if it decided she was a target.

“Stop acting like a child! Get in the truck.” He jerked open the door and practically tossed her inside. Her backside hit the seat, and she lunged to jump out. Before she could, he slammed the door in her face.

He jumped behind the wheel and sent her another glare. Goddamn, that skirt was practically a belt. He could see her fucking panties peeking out from between her toned thighs.

“Christ, Meadow. You’re a mess.” He twisted the key in the ignition, and the engine roared to life.

She folded her arms over her chest, which only succeeded in pushing her full breasts higher, like two ripe peaches ready to be plucked.

“All the novels say that bikers are tougher. But that guy backed down at one glare from you! I’m going back in. There has to be another biker in that bar. They all come here from the city on Friday nights.”

As he shot out of the parking lot, he shook his head, trying to decipher what her drunken babbles were all about.

Then it clicked. She mentioned books.

“Have you been reading books about bikers, Meadow?”

“Yes. They’re supposed to be tough on the outside and soft and sweet on the inside!”

He ground his teeth. “That’s the dumbest thing I’ve ever heard.”

“What’s dumb about having a big, hot biker between my legs?” She leaned back, exposing the crotch of her pink panties more. “You definitely aren’t man enough to get between them!”

He veered the truck off the road in a spray of dirt and rocks. Before he could think twice about what he was about to do, he slammed the truck in park and hauled Meadow out of her seat.

He threw her face-down on his lap, hiked up her miniskirt, the entire two inches it covered…

And delivered a spank to her bare ass cheek that wasn’t at all covered by panties.

It was a motherfucking pink thong.

Growling at the sight of that tormenting string riding up the seam of her ass and fueled by the crack of his palm hitting her bare flesh, he raised his hand and spanked her again, hard enough to make her cry out.

Hard enough to leave his handprint on her.

* * * * *

The sting of the slap on her ass shocked the breath right out of Meadow. A scream gathered behind her lips…but so did a whimper.

How did she end up over Colton’s lap with him swatting her backside while one hand tangled in her hair? He held her head down against a thigh that was hard enough to bruise her cheek if she laid there much longer.

His fingers on her hair tugged at her scalp, leaving another layer of goosebumps skittering over the first ones he left from those two slaps.

Spanks.

He’d spanked her. Like she was a child.

So why did it feel so…so…

Intimate?

Her breath sounded loud in the small enclosure of the truck. The scent of whiskey clung to his clothes, along with something masculine, something wild.

She’d drunk too much, but not so much that she didn’t recognize the difference between this man and any of the others she’d enticed, teased and then backed away from.

Her ass was exposed, and several heartbeats had ticked by since that last slap. Embarrassment washed through her.

She wriggled in his hold. “Let me up!”

He delivered another spank. This one harder. The crack left her stunned.

And him aroused.

Jesus, that couldn’t be all him, could it?

His massive erection pressed against her stomach.

This man could do unspeakable things to her, and she’d be powerless to stop him. Hell, she was powerless to stop him.

As he curled his fingers against her scalp, he tugged her hair more, making her neck arch.

“Are you going to behave now?” He sounded winded, as if he’d run a marathon. Up a mountain. Carrying a heavy pack.

Unable to speak around the throb of her heart in her throat, she nodded.

“Say the words, Meadow, or I’ll spank you again.”

A shudder tore through her. “Yes…sir.”

She could bite off her own tongue for giving him that level of respect; he didn’t deserve it. She only reserved such things for her father—if she was pressured into it.

His hand left her hair—and her ass too. He grabbed her by the shoulders and whipped her upright. She landed in her seat with a soft thump, a puff of air escaping her lungs.

He didn’t look at her.

She wouldn’t meet his eyes even if she could look away from the bulge in the front of his jeans.

She knew firsthand just how hard he was.

And she was dripping wet.

The atmosphere in the truck was loaded. Electrically charged. What had just happened between them?

He reached for the gearshift just as she moved a hand to touch him.

“Put your seatbelt on.” His growl had her yanking her hand back into her lap. She twisted her fingers together, wavering between the urge to reach back and rub her still stinging buttocks or to plunge her fingers into her pussy and rub herself to completion.

That had to be the alcohol talking. No way was she turned on by what Colton had just done to her.

He seemed to be waiting for her to obey his command. Seeing no way around it, she drew the seatbelt into place. When he pulled onto the road, he clenched and unclenched his jaw. The tendon in the crease popped in and out. In and out. Flickering in the ring of light coming from the dashboard.

Suddenly, he swung his head to pierce her in his gaze. The hard planes of his face were accented by shadows the color of granite.

“What the hell were you thinking, Meadow? Drinking too much and toying with that biker? Did you even know his name?”

For as long as she could remember, people looked down on her. Said she couldn’t make her own choices about her life. She thought that would end the minute she became an official adult, but that never happened. Every birthday that passed, she was still too young and stupid in their eyes.

She gripped the hem of her skirt and attempted to wiggle it down her thighs more. Why had she worn such a short skirt?

He issued a humorless laugh. “Why bother now?” He twitched a hand toward her, thought better of it, and wrapped his fingers around the wheel again.

“I’m an adult.”

“Adults don’t wait for their father to go away on a trip and then get drunk and flirt with danger at the local bar.”

She threw her hands in the air, as trapped as she’d ever felt. Even being held down on Colton’s lap hadn’t made her feel as helpless as she did right this minute when it came to her lack of power over her own life.

Her mother was dead. Her brother too. When he was around, her father never let her out of his sight. She was supposed to take over the ranch someday, but everybody knew he’d never trust her with it. The family legacy would die with her generation.

“Maybe I’m tired of being seen as a little girl with a daddy everyone is afraid of. Nobody in Eden will touch me because they know who my father is. All the ranch hands are ordered to come and watch over me. Do you know how humiliating that is?”

He twisted his gaze from the road and stared at her again.

At that dark look, her nipples pebbled. The crease between his brows might as well be a whip to her senses for how much it turned her on.

“I just want to know what it feels like to be a woman. Tonight—”

“If I were a woman, I’d be much smarter!”

“—would have been my—”

“Do you know what that guy could have done to you?”

“—first time.” She could hardly force the words past her lips.

Colton went dead silent.

She held her breath, waiting for him to laugh at her being not only a twenty-six-year-old virgin, but as untouched as a saint. Only once had somebody made it past second base…before Forest had found him and ripped him off her.

Her throat burned in shame.

“If you ever do something that stupid again… If you ever put yourself in that much danger…” his stare blazed into hers with a fury that sent her reeling in her seat, “a spanking will be the least of your problems.”

The fighter in her leaped up like a scrappy ranch hand, ready to show him just how capable she was.

Her chin lifted on its own. “What if I do? What will my punishment be?”

“Goddammit, Meadow!” He tightened his grip on the steering wheel.

Darkness shrouded them. The clouds had rolled in, concealing the moon and casting everything in a heavy blanket of midnight.

But she could still see his cock pressing against his jeans.

She was inexperienced, but not stupid. He wanted her as much as she wanted him.

She wouldn’t go after some dangerous random guy again—because Colton would be the one taking her virginity. He just didn’t know it yet.

His chest heaved in contrast to his tone, which came out soft and gritty. “How is it possible that you’re a virgin? Look at you.”

She lifted a shaky hand to her eyes and scrubbed away the tears that gathered in the corners. “There was an…” Her voice fell. “Incident.”

He didn’t move. “Tell me.”

“Why should I?”

Still, the story tumbled out of her, unchecked, despite her will.

“There was a party. Back in tenth grade. I begged my father to let me go, even though older kids were throwing it. This one guy, he was a senior. Landon. Every girl in the school wanted him. He was the quarterback—of course. So stereotypical. He was gorgeous and had these bedroom eyes. He was smart too—slated for med school and a full ride to college.”

She paused, struggling as images of that night bombarded her.

“Go on.” Colton’s voice was soft, but not in a soothing way. It was deadly.

“Daddy agreed to let me go, but only if Forest drove me there and picked me up when it was over. He was home on leave, you see.”

He nodded for her to continue.

The words came out in a rush. “Landon never paid attention to me before. But that night, he was all over me. Telling me how beautiful I was. How he loved my long legs and…” She gulped. “He took me by the hand and led me into the bedroom. Said he wanted to show me his football trophies.” She issued a grating laugh. “Turns out the trophy was really in his pants.”

Colton looked at her hard. “He forced you?”

She shuddered, wrapping her arms around her middle to hold in what was left of her ever since that night. “He…had my skirt up. And m-my panties down.”

“Jesus fucking Christ.”

“He wasn’t going to use a condom. Said he would pull out. All the girls he’d been with let him pull out. I struggled, and he…”

Colton’s jaw flexed. “What did he do, Meadow?”

“He slapped me.”

One of Colton’s hands flew off the wheel. His fist wavered in the air for a moment before he settled it on his thigh, still clenched.

“I started fighting him. He was laughing. He started to push inside me when…” She trailed off.

Colton didn’t urge her to continue. The rest of the story flooded out.

“Forest burst into the room. He saw me on the bed with Landon on top of me. He pulled him off and beat him to a pulp. He broke his nose and his eye socket. His mouth was a mess. He couldn’t talk for a month afterward.”

“Forest saved you.”

“Yes. And he made me promise—swear to him—that I’d wait to have sex with someone who loved me. He told me to wait for him to meet the guy and see if he was truly worthy of me.” She gulped. “But now Forest is dead, Colton. He’s never coming back to give his stamp of approval, and I just have to move on from this!”

He was quiet for a long time while she collected herself. Over the years, she’d gotten skilled at picking up the shattered pieces of herself and shoving them back inside, even if the edges still cut. She did that now, while he drove on.

The ranch wasn’t far away, and most of her haze from alcohol had worn off the instant he threw her over his lap and spanked her. Funny how when Colton jerked up her skirt, it was nothing like when that bastard Landon had.

It was just…so hot.

She peeked at him from the corner of her eye. Everything about the man screamed of anger, danger and badassery.

From the minute he confessed to her father that he was the reason Forest was dead, she’d wanted him. For his strength and determination.

Forest knew these traits in his friend, and he’d sent him to the Gracey Ranch, where those traits would both be tested and needed.

Oh yes, she wanted Colton Nox. The scorching imprint of his hand on her ass throbbed. So did her pussy.

She would never again go after any random man to claim her virginity. She was going to do whatever it took for Colton to be her first.


Chapter Four

One difference between a military barracks and a bunkhouse was the abundance of hot water. It sluiced over Colton’s head and neck to wash down his knotted spine.

His back wasn’t the only thing that was tense. His cock hadn’t gone down since the minute he put Meadow in the truck.

He slicked his hands over his skull. Christ. What the hell was he thinking, putting her over his knee that way, drawing up her skirt and spanking that ass of hers?

He couldn’t shake the vision of how her thick, round ass jiggled when he slapped it. Or her pale skin darkened in the shape of his palm by the time he was done.

With a groan, he twisted away from the shower spray, but nothing would erase the image of that wet patch on the crotch of her thong panties.

God, he wanted to rip those off her curvy body and play with her pussy. Edging her until she was in tears, begging to be allowed to come while promising him that she’d learned her lesson.

He wouldn’t give in, not until he knew for damn sure that she did learn that lesson.

Then he wanted her on her knees, showing him how sorry she was. Then, and only then, would he let her come.

And only around his cock.

He dropped his head back, staring at the ceiling and fighting the dark urges inside of him.

Forest would kill him if he knew the things Colton was thinking about his baby sister. Her father and probably a handful of ranch hands who’d become her protectors over the years, too.

Question was why Meadow required a protector at all. Most women were able to handle themselves by her age. But she was more vulnerable. Maybe her big blue eyes made her a target for her innocence.

Goddamn if Colton would be the next asshole to try to take advantage of her sweet sensuality.

He couldn’t lay a hand on her ever again. He wouldn’t. This was Forest’s little sister—he was supposed to be watching out for her, protecting her.

Not being the thing she needed protection from.

When she told him she was a virgin, that alone tested his control in the worst way. He wanted to tear her apart and help her discover the sounds he could pull from her sexy, inexperienced body.

He wanted to train her in the ways he liked it. Rough and raw.

And ruin her for any other man.

Again, he pivoted to face the spray. Hot water struck him in the face, but it did nothing to wash away this pounding desire he felt for her.

Forest had to know what a woman like Meadow would do to him. After years of fighting together, hunting terrorists through godforsaken conditions, Forest knew Colton better than anybody in the world.

And guys talked about things like women. Yes, he and Forest had touched on the darker acts that got Colton off. Forest had had his kinks too, though they weren’t as hardcore.

Colton had spent his entire life wanting that control, both in the bedroom and on the battlefield. It got him in a lot of trouble in his youth. The military tried to knock it out of him but failed.

No one—and he meant no one—could rein him in in the bedroom. His private life stayed private.

If he wanted to make a student of Meadow?

Fuck, he couldn’t go there.

Yet Forest had sent him here to help his father keep the ranch afloat. While leaning up against a building they were staking out, he and Forest talked for hours into the night.

Colton told him about his own family, how they hadn’t been able to control him the way they wanted and so they sent him away at an early age. That only succeeded in placing so much distance between them that they felt like strangers. These days, he didn’t speak to them at all.

Forest was close to his father and sisters. Ever since his mother’s death following a car accident on a slick mountain road, he realized the importance of family.

That led to more stories spilling out of his friend, about how hardened their father had become since losing his wife. All that strictness came down on Meadow, who was just a floundering teenager at the time.

Meadow was immature, stunted because of the tragedy. Forest confessed he worried about being killed in action and furthering her pain. At that moment, he’d turned to Colton and made him promise that if he died, he’d go to the ranch and watch over not only the legacy built by generations of Graceys, but his sister too.

Meadow.

She wasn’t immature anymore, at least not in the physical sense. Her banging body was all woman. Curves in all the right places and legs for miles.

He drowned in images of his palm on her ass. His fingers stretching over the ripe curve.

Fuck! He gripped his dick to stave off the desire coursing through him, but it did nothing. He gave it a jerk in his fist, fast and rough.

Then he released it and planted both hands on the wall, head bent.

Forest would never approve of him toying with Meadow. Hell, he’d told her to wait to give herself to somebody who loved her. That man was not Colton. He wasn’t even capable of love.

A hard pounding noise blasted through the bathroom.

He whirled toward the noise, mind already searching out the location of his weapons. He’d traveled here with a concealed carry and a knife. Both were stashed underneath his bunk but within reach if he needed them.

More pounding rattled the door, followed by a holler. “You’re using up all the hot water, asshole!”

That dickhead Webb. Always running his mouth. When it came to Colton, he had nothing good to say, and no number of weeks on the ranch would change his view of Colton.

Slowly, he switched off the shower. Placed a hand on the curtain and slid it to the side. When he reached for his towel, another explosion of pounding came. Outside the door, deeper in the bunkhouse, he heard laughter from the other guys. They thought it was funny when Webb harassed him.

It was far from funny to Colton.

When he wrapped himself in a towel, he whipped open the door. The ranch manger stood there, fist raised to knock again, his lips twisted in a sneer of amusement.

He liked causing people pain. Colton had known a few men like that before, and none of them were cocky for very long once Colton figured out how to break them down.

“What took you so long, asshole? Couldn’t get lucky down at the Badlands so you had to jerk off?” Webb’s question brought another round of raucous laughter.

Colton’s nostrils flared. Everything about this night had pissed him off. First, when he saw Meadow draped all over that black leather-covered chest of the biker in the bar and again when she defied him to the point where he took matters into his own hands.

His fingers curled into a fist, holding in the heat and prickle of the smacks he delivered to her ass and all the arousal it caused.

Colton cocked his arm and used that same hand to deck Webb. His fist connected with his eye.

His head jerked on his neck. Knees buckling, he hit the floor. Blood sprayed from his mouth when his head bounced.

Webb didn’t move.

Colton looked down at the man he’d just knocked out. Gracey would probably kick him off the ranch for that. Good—if he left, Meadow would be safe from him.

Without a care for the silence created by what he’d just done, he shut the door and returned to his shower.

This time he turned the hot water to ice cold. His cock still throbbed for Meadow. He refused to jack off while thinking of her, and he sure as hell wasn’t going to do the exact thing Webb accused him of doing.

The guy had picked the wrong time to mess with him.

He took a quick shower after that and eventually his cock eased to half-mast. Once he dressed and walked out of the bathroom, Webb was gone, no longer crumpled on the floor.

He strolled into the main room of the bunkhouse. The open space had a seating area with a TV that was turned off. A card game was taking place between two men at the table.

Everyone stared at him as he moved to the fridge and grabbed a beer. As he stood there sipping, no one acknowledged him. They returned to their conversation.

“She had more than her usual tonight. Even her friend wasn’t sticking around to watch Meadow get drunk off her ass and go home with the worst guy in the bar.”

“She sure was asking for it, though. Did you see that skirt? And her tits spilling out of that top?”

Colton’s ears pricked up. He lifted his head and leveled the guy who was speaking in his stare.

“Don’t talk about her like that.”

His hard words silenced the room again, like a switch turned off.

Colton stared at each man in turn. “If her father gets wind of this, he’ll never let her leave again. So y’all keep your mouths shut. Understand?”

All eyes blinked at him.

Setting aside his beer, he took a step toward the table. “I asked if you understood.”

At last, the men nodded. He swung his gaze to include the guys seated on the couch. They nodded too.

“You’re never going to look at her or bring up this night again. If any of you do, you’ll be lucky if a job is all you’re out of.”

No one spoke.

Colton sauntered out of the room. When he faced his bunk, he bowed his head, struggling with the need to knock out every guy in the bunkhouse. They all wanted her, and their words clearly told him just how little they thought of her. Their protection wouldn’t go very far—if they ever got a chance to touch her, they would take it.

Colton would be there to stop each and every one of them.

That included himself. He would never lay a hand on her again.

* * * * *

The strains of country music blasted from Meadow’s alarm clock. The lyrics edged into her dream until her mind flipped awake.

Something about drowning your sorrows in a bottle.

How appropriate.

Without even opening her eyes, she snaked an arm out from under the covers and switched off the alarm.

While she hadn’t set out to drown her sorrows, she had drunk too much last night for other reasons. After all the alcohol she sucked down, her head would be spinning and her eyes sensitive to light. Regret came crashing in.

She cracked an eye. To her surprise, the sunlight beaming through her window didn’t stab her like a knife to the brain like it normally did when she made this mistake.

Slowly, she pushed herself into a sitting position, feeling out her body to see just how hungover she was.

Not bad. She could handle this. Apparently some higher power thought she’d been punished enough for what she did and she didn’t need to suffer on top of it.

She raked her fingers through her tangled hair. Everything about the previous night down at Badlands came flooding back to her.

Her friend Desiree cut out early, saying she had work in the morning. She told Meadow to text her when she got home, and after all that happened, she forgot.

She grabbed her phone off the nightstand and pulled up the messages. Sure enough, her friend had left her several texts asking if she was all right.

Thanks to Colton, she hadn’t gone home with that strange biker.

Meadow quickly thumbed a message to her friend, along with an apology for worrying her.

After Desiree responded, Meadow’s mind was eased that all was right between them.

Where she stood with a certain other person still raised a lot of questions.

Meadow set aside her phone and considered her actions of the previous night.

She’d messed up big time.

But had she? The ride home with Colton was also the hottest experience of her life. At the memory of his hand on her ass, her core pulsed. Not only had his spanking her been a huge turn-on, but having her flesh exposed to him ramped her up higher than any other encounter she’d ever experienced in her life.

Not to mention just how hard he’d been.

Whether that was all for her or because of some power trip from the spanking, she didn’t know.

She was going to find out, though.

After a quick shower, she took care to choose her favorite jeans that fit her like a second skin. She donned a red plaid shirt and knotted it at the waist so just a hint of midriff peeked out.

She wanted to catch the attention of the man who wouldn’t seem to leave her thoughts since the minute she picked him up at the airport…but she wasn’t going to press her luck with another miniskirt.

In the kitchen, she grabbed a banana and a cup of coffee for breakfast. When she hitched herself up on the counter stool, she winced.

Damn. He really had spanked her. That wasn’t a drunken figment of her imagination—the tenderness she felt back there was physical proof.

She hopped off the stool, but she could still feel every single millimeter of flesh Colton had touched. Her nerves tingled in a reminder of his hands on her.

She polished off the banana, and the caffeine helped wake her up the rest of the way. Now to go find the man whose touch she still felt on her body.

The man she’d admitted her most terrifying secret to, the one only Forest had known about.

The clouds from the night before had blown away on a warm summer breeze. Okay, so maybe her eyes were a little sensitive from drinking. She tugged her cowgirl hat lower to shield them from the brightness.

The ranch buzzed with the usual activity. One guy on an ATV was hauling feed to the cattle troughs. Dude was busy letting the horses out of their stalls so they could hit the pasture to graze.

She had plans for the day too, and only part of it included working with her mare. The other involved talking to Colton again. But getting his attention was another conundrum. So far, he’d been avoiding her every single time he spotted her.

Surely, this time he’d wander over to see what she was up to. When she trained with her prized mare, Jewel, she got everyone’s attention. The ranch hands often came to stand at the fence and watch. Webb stood by like a nervous father waiting to pick her up off the dirt in the event she fell.

With a bounce in her step, she walked into the barn. Jewel’s stall was located toward the back since her skittish mare liked peace and quiet more than some horses. Glancing around on the off chance Colton was hanging out there, she made her way to the horse.

Just as she reached the latch to open the stall door, she heard the scuff of a boot behind her.

Twisting, she cast a look over her shoulder.

Her hopes fell.

“Oh. Hi, Dude. I’ll get Jewel today. We’re going to have some fun, aren’t we, girl?” She stroked her knuckles down the black mare’s nose, over the white star marking the center.

“Sounds good, Miss Meadow. She could use some extra exercise.” Hesitation rang in his voice, as if he wanted to say more.

He wouldn’t quite meet her gaze either.

With a sinking stomach, she realized why. Her behavior last night. Dude was at the bar. He’d tried to get her away from the biker she’d been draped all over like wet on water.

Dropping her stare to the ground, Meadow took Jewel and led her out of the barn, into the training pen.

One of the other guys who’d been at the bar also avoided her gaze. A third saw her coming and took off in the other direction as if his legs couldn’t carry him away fast enough.

Great. She was the pariah of the Gracey Ranch. An embarrassment to even the rough men who worked here.

If they felt this way about her, what must Colton think?

Focusing solely on her task, she outfitted Jewel with tack and led her to the middle of the training ring. The long rectangle of space was the perfect size for jumps and even turning barrels, both of which Meadow had been working with her horse on.

She sometimes rode competitively, but since Forest’s death, she’d had no desire to compete and stuck close to home. Jewel, however, was pining for a good hard push of exercise, and she was determined to make one of them happy.

Soon, she was engrossed in her task. Being outdoors with the breeze stroking the hair off her shoulders and the sun warming her, she threw her energy into her horse.

The minute she settled in the saddle, though, she winced.

She felt that. Had Colton left bruises on her backside? He hadn’t spanked her all that hard. She’d only been shocked by the sound and sting of his hand on her flesh.

The memory stroked across her senses like a caress and dipped between her thighs, leaving her aching in other places.

She stole a glance at the fence. To her surprise, not a single ranch hand stood there watching her.

Maybe she’d acted more out of line than even those big tough guys could handle. She shoved her hair over her shoulder. Anyway, who cared what they thought? She had a horse to train.

She took Jewel through several jumps. Watching her own form took some focus, since she really did feel the effects of that spanking.

Being with her horse made her feel better than she had in weeks. Maybe even months.

The exercise had her warm. She felt the glow which started on the inside and spread outward through all her limbs. She drove Jewel toward a jump. The gallop made Meadow hold her breath in anticipation. Together they sailed over it in a perfect arc.

When her backside landed in the saddle a little too hard, she couldn’t stop her wince. “Good job, Jewel. You did so well!”

On her way past the fence, she caught sight of a man standing there watching her. A man who set himself apart like there was no other person on earth he wanted to spend time with. Who admitted freely that he was the person responsible for Forest’s death.

Still, she didn’t believe him. It was battle. Terrible things happened in battle.

If her father bought into his claim, Colton wouldn’t have lasted thirty seconds on the Gracey Ranch.

Her heart tripped at the sight of Colton—and then sped with annoyance when she saw the smirk on his face.

Damn him. He was enjoying her discomfort. The discomfort he had given her.

Why did that make her blood heat?

Should she walk over and talk to him? He’d probably just leave.

That left her with only one line of attack: She had to lure him closer. She already knew she turned him on. His impressive erection last night was proof.

There really was one way to get what she wanted…and she had every intention of making Colton Nox crawl to her.


Chapter Five

When Meadow paraded her horse around the ring wearing those skin-tight jeans and a tiny plaid country girl top, Colton could only shake his head. Why did he ever think some well-placed smacks on the ass would teach her a lesson?

Two guys paused in the shadow of the barn, watching her mount the mare and flick the reins with enough grace to make a grown man write love songs.

Colton knew better, though. They weren’t there to be impressed by Meadow’s skill with horses. They had their eyes all over her body.

“Marks. Webb.” He spoke their names as he passed by just so they knew he was on to them. Especially Webb. That son of a bitch had a thing for Meadow—Colton would bet his sidearm on it.

The pair jerked around. Colton grunted when he saw the deep black hue of the bruising beneath Webb’s eye and extending across his nose.

“Nasty bruise ya got.”

Glaring at him, Webb shifted his jaw but it must hurt enough to make him flinch.

“Fuck off, Nox.”

He lifted his jaw toward the training ring where Meadow was riding by in a small cloud of dust as if even the dirt couldn’t resist following the woman.

“You’re mighty invested in watching her.”

Webb spun on Colton, fists clenched.

Chest hammering with sudden adrenaline, he squared up to him. “Don’t think I don’t know what your motive is, asshole. If you lay a hand on her, I’ll give you a second black eye to match the first.”

Marks was a tall, lanky guy who stayed out of everyone’s business, from what Colton had seen. He took a step away from Webb, distancing himself.

Colton walked away, satisfied the guy had submitted to the real alpha on this ranch. Gracey didn’t know it yet, but Forest had. Colton had suspicions that Forest knew the ranch manager was a little too interested in his sister and sent Colton to fend him off the same way he’d fought off her attacker back at that high school party.

As he passed the training pen, he couldn’t help but glance over at Meadow. Her horse performed a perfect jump over a high bar. When it came down gracefully, Meadow scrunched her features in a display of discomfort.

He paused a moment, leaning against the fence, watching her closer. Then he realized he was the cause of her discomfort.

He’d struck her too hard. In his haze of anger that she took such risks with her safety, he’d not only lost control and spanked her but, caused her pain.

Goddamn if he didn’t want to bend her over his lap again.

His chest welled with that dark twist of desire that accompanied all of his unsuitable tendencies. What he wouldn’t give to inspect her plump, round ass in broad daylight to see if she bore his marks.

At that moment, she looked over. Their gazes locked for a beat too long. He broke contact first—something he’d never do with any man—and pushed away from the fence. In long strides, he reached the paddock, grabbed a horse and led it out into the field.

Riding came more naturally to him than he ever expected. This wasn’t his first time on a ranch, but he wouldn’t call himself a cowboy in any sense of the word.

Back in military school, one of the boys invited him to stay at his family’s ranch during holidays. The Texas spread wasn’t as impressive as this, though he’d learned fast to keep from looking inept.

As he galloped, he drank in deep pulls of fresh mountain air. The tang of pines and the loam of the earth flooded his senses.

Too bad none of it was as strong in his head as Meadow’s perfume. Or the luscious scent of her arousal.

In the cramped truck, he’d damn near drowned in that scent. It made his mouth water and his dick pulse with lust.

Riding grew difficult as his cock swelled again. He had to cut that woman from his mind—she wasn’t for him.

He navigated the fence line, inspecting the herd to make sure they were all healthy and happy as he was taught by Marks. The guys told him to keep an eye out for late calves. As he slowed the horse, he picked out one pregnant heifer from the rest of the herd.

According to Forest, the horses were the main income source of the ranch, but Angus beef was nothing to scoff at. From what Forest said, he thought his father was missing out by not concentrating more on this side of the business. Horses required training, boarding and money dumped into them before they turned a profit.

Cows were different.

Riding the fence to the very end of the line, he inspected every head of cattle there. His friend had talked about this part of the ranch often, especially how the pasture led down to a beautiful pond fed by a mountain spring.

The nostalgia of the talks he shared with the friend he missed so much pushed Colton to keep riding.

Where the fence ends, look down over the hill. The land curves to the left. The pond is there.

Inflating his lungs, he pushed on. As soon as he spotted the small pool shimmering silvery-blue, he paused at the top of the ridge to gaze out over the landscape. Imagining Forest here was easy.

It also caused a lot of pain.

He couldn’t even imagine what Meadow and her father must feel like, living and working where Forest had once thrived, laughed and enjoyed life.

His friend had embraced anything that brought him joy. He always had a smile on his face and often commented that Colton rarely smiled.

The excuse that he had less to smile about didn’t fly. Forest had lost a parent during his formative years. Colton’s parents were alive and well—he just didn’t want to associate with them any more than they tried to understand him.

A low moaning noise of an animal in pain sounded from somewhere behind him. He automatically turned the horse away from the view to go inspect the noise.

As he peered at the cattle grouped together, foraging in the tall grass, he spotted a black hump on the ground.

“Damn!” It might be nothing. Or it might be one of the brooding heifers.

He brought the horse to a halt and slid from the saddle. He knew the gelding he rode wouldn’t go far and a mere whistle would bring him back, so he didn’t bother to tie it.

The fence wasn’t electrified in this part of the ranch, so he was able to scale it and drop into the pasture. Luckily, the cows were desensitized to the humans who fed them, and they didn’t pay him any mind.

Swiftly, he hurried to the downed cow. It wasn’t unusual for one to lie down and sleep, but he could tell by the awkward way it listed to the side that nothing about this was natural.

He moved up to its side and leaned over it. The cow strained its neck forward, tongue out, and issued another of those long moaning sounds.

She must be hurt.

Or calving.

The huge bulge of her abdomen seemed to ripple. Placing a hand on her sun-warmed hide, Colton felt the contraction roll through her.

Crouching in front of the huge beast, he contemplated his options. Ride for help. A second opinion would be welcome in this situation that he knew little about. But asking the other hands for advice rankled.

He was a goddamn SEAL. He delivered enemies to the gates of hell. Watching nature take its course when it came to a cow should be nothing.

Only Forest talked about how calving wasn’t always foolproof. Often he and his father spent long, sleepless nights in the field assisting a birth so they didn’t lose the calf, mother or both.

Life meant a different thing out here. On those ops he and Forest fought in, they protected life in a much different way.

“Hey!”

The call came from the fence. He jerked around and his gut bottomed out even as it burned with arousal at the sight of the red plaid shirt. From here, he couldn’t make out the tanned band of flesh of Meadow’s flat stomach, but his cock sure knew it was there.

She cupped her hand around her mouth so her voice would carry. “You good?”

He pushed out of his crouch and stared at her, torn between asking for her help and telling her to go home and lock herself in her bedroom where he couldn’t get to her.

As he looked on, she settled a boot on the bottom rail of the fence and launched over it, landing with the same grace her horse had after that jump.

With each step she took toward Colton, his gut tightened until she stood before him and it was a total knot.

Did her eyes have to be blue enough to match the summer sky? Did she have to give him that innocent look half-filled with what he knew must be desire?

“The cow’s in labor.” His tone came out rough, as it always did around her.

Forest’s kid sister. He had to keep reminding himself of that. But fixing that image of Meadow—freckled and gangly in youth—would not stay in his head no matter how much he tried.

To him, she was stunning. Sexy. And fucking perfect.

At that moment, the cow released another moo that rumbled with pain.

She hovered over the cow. “Roll up your sleeves, cowboy. We’re going to need those long arms of yours to help deliver this calf.”

He arched a brow.

“I’m serious, Colton. This cow’s in trouble. She needs help. My guess is that the baby is probably turned the wrong way or the legs are trapped in her pelvis.”

Her factual manner of speaking had him stripping off the chambray shirt he wore.

She froze. “What’s that?” Her whisper burned with pain.

He went still. “What’s what?”

“That. On your shirt.” She pointed at the pocket. Two initials were hand-embroidered on the pocket, small and patterned in black thread. He was surprised she saw the letters at all.

Throat working, he stared at the stitches that formed the letters F and G.

“That’s Forest’s shirt.”

Colton’s gaze flashed to hers. He could only nod.

“Why do you have it?”

He rolled his shoulders, wishing he could escape her questioning.

The spark of tears in her big baby blues made him want to run farther.

Her hand moved toward him. Realizing she was about to touch the initials on his chest, he whipped the shirt off, balled it up and tossed it a short distance away in the grass.

He hit his knees beside the cow again. “What comes next?”

She knelt beside him, close enough for him to catch a whiff of her perfume that would be driving him to distraction long into the night and cause him to toss and turn in his bunk.

Her stare burned into him. “Why are you wearing Forest’s shirt?”

“Because it felt right to take it from his personal belongings.”

“Do you know who embroidered his initials on it?”

His eyes blurred until all he could see was the black hide of the cow they needed to help but weren’t. “Who?”

“I did.”

He jerked his head to look at her. “Let’s deliver this calf.”

“Colton—”

“Not now, Meadow. We’ll talk about your brother later.”

“All right, but when? You’ve been avoiding me.”

He refused to let her catch his gaze. Refused to acknowledge how her nearness affected him.

If he was going to share the ranch with Forest’s little sister, Colton must continue to avoid her too.

And he sure as hell would not be ordering her to lower her jeans so he could see if she bore his palm prints on her supple ass.

* * * * *

“One more pull! Yes! You got this!” Meadow’s excited voice bounced around the field.

Her urging for him to keep going, to pull harder on the rope she’d managed to tie around the calf’s small legs, infected him with excitement too.

She positioned herself beside the cow, one hand on its side in a comforting manner while she watched Colton dig in his heels and haul with all his might.

“That’s it! That’s it! Yes!” Her cry ended on a bubble of laughter as the calf burst free of its mother and he dragged it a foot across the grass.

Before he let go of the rope to check for proof of life, Meadow tore off a twist of grass and used it to brush the fluid from the baby’s nostrils. Its chest heaved once or twice before she cleared its nose enough for it to suck air.

“Woooo!” Meadow tossed away the soiled grass and swiped her forearm across her forehead.

Colton’s chest heaving, he scrambled to his haunches and observed the calf. Sure enough, it was breathing on its own. It would probably survive.

The momma rocked, readying herself to stand.

He threw out an arm to protect Meadow. “Get back!”

She scrambled to her feet and he did too. They stood back, watching the momma gain her feet and stand, wobbly-legged, for a minute or two. When she twisted her neck and began cleaning her calf, Meadow issued another joyous laugh.

He just knew he’d replay that sound in his head over and over again.

If he could keep his hand off his cock while he did, it would be a miracle. That noise edged into his system in a way nothing else ever had.

Her face lit with the miracle of what they’d just done. As their gazes connected, her smile faded just a hint, but the warmth in her eyes built into a blaze.

“You’re covered in birthing fluid.” He hoped his statement knocked that look she was giving him right off her beautiful face, but she only tossed her head on another laugh, blonde hair rippling down her spine.

“So are you.”

Flies buzzed. The humidity today was off the charts, and he was sweating from the work it took to pull that calf in conjunction with the effect of Meadow’s close proximity.

Before he could order her to go back to the barn, she whirled and took off at a run for the fence.

What the hell? The woman was insane.

She vaulted over it and whistled for her horse she’d left cropping grass. It picked its head up and trotted to her. She shimmied into the saddle and took off for the ridge—and the slope leading down to that pond.

He froze. He didn’t actually know that she was going there. She might know a different route back to the ranch.

Looking between the cow and her baby and the place where Meadow had disappeared, he felt a stab of indecision. Something he never experienced.

His squadron needed someone to step up? Colton leaped to action without even a beat of pause.

But deciding whether or not to go after a woman he wanted above anything else in the world was not easy.

Going would be suicide.

Not going would kill him.

Assured that the calf was fine, he ran for the fence. In seconds, he was on horseback too, riding down the slope. In the distance, he saw the small form that was Meadow approaching the silver disc of water cut into the earth.

She was an experienced rider on a fast horse, so there was no reaching the pond before she did.

When he got only a few steps away, his tongue dried out.

She was already half undressed. She’d abandoned her top on the ground, her bra too. Her boots lay in the grass, tipped where she kicked them off.

As he looked on, she shoved her jeans and panties down her body, and totally naked, walked to the water’s edge and dove in.

His heart stopped. Did she even know if the water was deep enough for diving? With a lump in his throat, he watched the ripples of the water for sight of her head breaking the surface.

It seemed too long for her to be under. Hitching up his leg, he yanked off his boot and then the other. He was half naked when she broke the surface on a gasp of pure delight.

Her tanned arms cut through the water in a side stroke. And her gaze was upon him.

Just then, she stopped swimming and slowly rose from the water. Her lovely shoulders and bare breasts emerged. Her blonde hair was dark like honey.

He stopped breathing. She was the most stunning woman he’d ever seen.

She tossed him a smile that sent his heart into a sputter before she took off again, cutting through the water.

He didn’t remove his clothes or attempt to get in. As much as he’d love to rid himself of the filth of pulling that calf and the sweat clinging to every crevice of his body, he knew better than to skinny-dip with Meadow.

Suddenly, she flipped onto her stomach and he was given a perfect view of her bruised ass skimming along the surface.

His cock jerked behind his fly, and he suppressed a moan.

Looking away was impossible. It was as if the Devil himself pinned Colton in place and refused to let him even close his eyes against the tormenting sight.

Her pale skin displayed his handprint so well.

This time, she flipped again, onto her back, giving him a view of the rest of her.

Firm body floating on the ripples, the points of her nipples beaded to two tiny buds perfect for a man to take between his teeth. Her abs were toned and strong from riding horses.

And the cleft of her bare pussy between those long, long legs made his mouth water for a taste. Heart racing, he took a step toward the water’s edge and stopped himself before he dove in and took her right there.

She twisted her face to look at him.

All at once, he saw what she was doing. She might even have planned this all along.

In the distance, the trees and mountains surrounded them, cutting them off from the world. There would be nobody to stop him from claiming her virginity. Only the big Montana sky would serve as witness.

Next to the shore, beyond a screen of reeds, soft grass grew. He could lay her down on that and hold her firm body against him and claim her mouth.

He would devour her, drinking the clean water from her skin before making her scream his name.

He sank into a daydream—not of battle this time, but of how Meadow would look spread out for him on the grass, all perfect, tanned skin gleaming under the sun. Her breasts would taste so sweet as he drove into her.

Though he could also position her on her knees and take her from behind, leaving more handprints across her ass.

But he would not be played. Especially by a woman who didn’t care about how her actions might impact others.

Forest told her to save herself for someone who loved her.

Colton would never be that man.

Never could.


Chapter Six

“Meadow! Get. Out. Now!”

She jerked. Flailed with a splash.

Throwing a look at the shore, she saw him standing there, wide shoulders set in anger. His fists were curled at his sides.

She was really messing with him and she knew it.

She was playing with a loaded weapon.

Pushing off her toes on the sandy floor of the pond, she cut slowly toward shore.

Forest had sent him here, and it was hard not to think her big brother had done it for her.

He always talked about Colton, building him up to be this amazing specimen of a man and the best friend anyone could ever ask for.

One time, she asked him if he was trying to hook her up with Colton, but before he could answer, he had to rush off.

They never spoke again.

A glance at the man on the shore revealed that she wasn’t imagining the feel of his eyes on her. When she was swimming, she felt that dark, dark gaze caressing her body.

He hadn’t spoken a word to her—only watched.

Meadow had hopes that he’d join her in the pond. Sex in the water always looked so amazing in the movies, with the lovers’ arms locked around each other and their mouths melded in a never-ending kiss.

It would be the perfect place for her first time.

But he just watched.

It made her feel all tingly, knowing he was there. She felt sexy and womanly in ways she never did when other men looked at her.

She stopped in the water, knees bent so the ripples lapped at her throat.

“Meadow.” He bit off her name in that grating way that felt like a stroke over her skin. “What the hell are you doing?”

She raised a hand out of the water and slicked the wetness off her forehead. “Isn’t that obvious?”

“Get out of the water.”

A shiver coursed through her at the burning command in his tone.

She crossed her arms. “Make me.”

A challenge lived in his eyes, blazing hotter than the sun.

She resisted the urge to bite down on her lower lip. She spent so much time alone, interacting with her horses, that getting a rise from a human felt exhilarating.

He took a step toward the edge. “Quit acting bratty and listen to me.”

“You don’t hold rank over me on this ranch.”

When he sent her a long look, another shiver of delight brushed against her senses, along with a small quiver of apprehension. Push this man too far and he might stop talking to her altogether.

“If you insist.” Holding his stare, refusing to let him look away from the challenge she was throwing down, she emerged from the water. Her toes curled into the bank, and she walked out, not hiding a single inch of her body.

It was the first time she’d ever, ever showed a man her entire body.

Giving herself to one who didn’t want her made her fingers twitch to cover herself. She clenched her fists to keep from doing that.

When she walked up to Colton, his jaw was doing that tick thing again. The tendons looked about ready to snap.

He stared down at her, frozen. Only his eyes moved with something she couldn’t interpret.

“You should get in the water with me. Cool off.” Her voice didn’t sound like her own.

His eyes glittered like coal that would only get harder and harder and never turn into a diamond.

Without a word, he turned and walked away.

In a few steps, she caught up to him, threw her arms around his waist from behind, her cool, wet skin plastered to his broad back.

He stilled. Then in a swift move she never saw coming, he spun her around into his arms and dropped to the ground with her. Cradling her on the way down, he slammed his mouth over hers.

Her first taste of a real man stole her breath. She didn’t even think to act coy or seduce him—she gave up all control to him.

He plundered her, his hard mouth moving against hers before he swiped his tongue between her lips and took complete control.

Moaning, she opened to him, tasting desire and man and all the things she’d spent years aching for after a promise of saving herself when all she wanted was to feel this.

To feel loved.

Cherished.

Wanted.

His kisses set her on fire. In seconds, her body went from cool to blazing. When he skated a hand down her side, skimming over the curve of her breast, she writhed closer and gripped his shoulders.

Tearing from the kiss, he glared down into her eyes. “You don’t want this.”

“I do want this.”

“You don’t know what you’re saying, Meadow.”

“I want you, Colton.”

He let out a low growl that raised all the hair on her body with the primal sound of it. Then he cupped her breast, swiping his callused thumb across the tip until she cried out.

His lips hit her throat and moved downward, between her breasts. When he drew one into his scorching mouth, she arched. Ohhh, this was so good. Too good. She was going to climax just from his sucking. This was nothing at all like pleasuring herself in the dark of night under the sheets.

She cupped his head, moaning and rocking to get closer to him. Too soon, he ripped his mouth roughly off her breast, the sting just as much of a turn-on as the smacks he’d delivered to her ass last night.

Thrusting his hand between her legs, he cupped her bare pussy. She was already dripping wet for him. Her insides clenched.

Holding his stare, refusing to let him stop before he gave her what she wanted—needed—she whispered, “Please.”

“Fuck!” He stroked a fingertip over the seam of her pussy, burrowing through her sensitive folds, through the wetness until he reached her throbbing clit.

* * * * *

Colton swiped his fingertip across Meadow’s stiffened clit. Her body rolled upward, her hips rocking in the air with untamed desire.

Unable to tear his gaze away from her beautiful face, he strummed her clit again and again, driving her hard and fast toward the end she’d asked him to deliver.

She’d stripped away his control when she threw her naked body against his. The second he felt her body heat seeping through his clothes, and her shivering in his arms, he lost it.

This was the result.

He’d face the consequence later.

Her wide, unblinking eyes burned with passion she’d tamped down for too many years when she should have had a trail of partners she left in the dust before he came along.

He was not going to be her first—he was just going to make her come, then walk away.

Cock battering his fly, he circled his finger around and around her clit, pressing down before releasing and watching her pupils dilate wider.

She opened her mouth to say something, but he cut her off, slamming his mouth over hers and plunging his tongue inside.

He tasted her need. Hell, he smelled it. The honeyed scent mingled with the breath of mountain air and the earth he spread her out on.

Forcing his thigh between hers, he nudged her wider for him. She gasped into his mouth, but he wasn’t about to let up until she was shaking apart with his name on her lips.

Slowly, he dipped his finger inside her soaking wet opening to the first knuckle. She took him easy, so he slid it the rest of the way inside her tight sheath.

Fuck! His balls throbbed. He was going to blow just from fingering the woman like he had fingered his date in the back of his granddad’s minivan senior year of high school.

Her body tensed. Breaking the kiss, he searched her face and saw the strain in her features. When he lowered his mouth to her breast and took the sharp nipple into his mouth, she let out a rough cry.

Withdrawing his finger, he ground his thumb into her clit. Her body responded by flooding his hand with juices that he was damn well going to taste after he walked away from this.

That’s as far as I’ll go.

He told himself the same thing about the spanking—numerous times. Yet here he was, pushed to the limits, finger-fucking Forest’s little sister on the bank of a pond.

She arched her back, forcing her hardened nipple deeper into his mouth. He delivered a sucking pull followed by swipe of his tongue. At the same time, he slid his finger into her sweet pussy again.

A gasp escaped her. Then she stopped breathing.

With a pulse of her hips, she let go, mouth open on a silent cry, her eyes squeezed shut in the most beautiful display of pleasure Colton had ever seen in his whole goddamned life.

Her pussy walls clenched around his finger, and he couldn’t stop pounding into her while grinding her clit into her body, forcing more and more pleasure out of her.

He would wring out every last drop.

That would have to be enough.

When she collapsed to the ground, he released her straining nipple and withdrew his hand from between her legs.

Doing a pushup overtop her damn near stole the last remnant of his control, but somehow—somehow—he managed to shove to his feet.

She lay there panting, eyes wide and luminous, body twitching. Her skin wore the red marks of his roughness with her. Fact was, she probably didn’t even realize it.

Yet.

Once she went home and looked in the mirror, she’d see, and she would hate him.

He already hated himself.

Hands clenched into fists, he battled the urge to pull out his stiff cock and finish the job.

He could never sleep with her. This was the last time he’d ever lay a hand, tongue or any other body part on her.

He’d made a promise to his best friend to watch over Meadow. While he’d stretched the promise, and maybe skewed it a little, he wouldn’t violate it. This would have to be enough.

Walking away from that woman was one of the hardest things Colton had ever done in his life.


Chapter Seven

Badlands was in full outlaw mode tonight and living up to its name. So far, Colton had witnessed two bar fights, and he and his fellow ranch hands from the Gracey were about to watch a catfight go down between two women.

Dude leaned in close, voice raised to be heard above the loud music, the thump of boots on the dance floor a few feet away and the constant clank of beer bottles. “My bet’s on the redhead! Feisty!”

Colton shifted his gaze to the redhead in booty shorts sinking her long talonlike fingernails in the dishwater-blonde hair of a woman clinging to the mechanical bull like she was never letting go.

She did let go. When she ripped the blonde off the back of the bull, the crowd erupted in cheers.

He couldn’t help but grin too. This was the Montana equivalent of a fight club and reminded him more than ever that he was not in the military anymore.

Overcome by excitement, Dude grabbed him by the shoulders and gave him a shake. “Damn, look at her go!”

The blonde let out a shrill scream that had the big, bulky bouncer who planted himself at the door shouldering his way through the crowd.

Something ice-cold trickled down Colton’s spine, wetting his shirt. He twisted to find another redhead standing there, one he’d seen before, working behind the bar.

“Sorry!” She held up two beers, which she must have sloshed on him.

Not willing to raise his voice over the din, he shrugged. The woman pushed through the crowd until she reached the other redhead who had the blonde on the ground pinned to the floor with her fingers lashed in her hair.

The redhead carrying the beer said something to the bouncer, and he plucked the other woman off the blonde as if she weighed no more than a paper bag.

She kicked and clawed the air. Then the bouncer set her down on her feet hard. The woman glared at him. At that point, the other redhead approached her, and Colton saw the family resemblance.

The entertainment seemed to be over for the moment. Seeing this too, Dude tapped him on the shoulder. “Let’s grab another round.”

He ducked his head in a nod and wove through the crowd, who all went back to enjoying their Friday night.

When they reached the bar, it was three people deep. A couple of the other ranch hands who’d joined them crowded around too. They talked and joked, including him in their banter.

With a start, Colton realized that after a mere two weeks on the ranch, the guys had accepted him.

The feeling in his chest was unexpected, but one he recognized from past experiences in the military. This was a new kind of brotherhood. While he didn’t yet trust the guys he busted his ass on the ranch with like he did the men in his squadron, he didn’t dislike them either. Still, it left him unsettled and ready for another beer.

Feeling a stare on him, Colton glanced around and caught Zach Webb’s gaze. His gut instinct to mop the dusty floor with the man was stronger since that day Webb challenged him in the bunkhouse, but he resisted. The black eye he still sported had faded to a technicolor of green, yellow and brown.

Webb pretended that he hadn’t been glaring at him. Colton hadn’t quite worked out whether the guy hated him because he was the ranch rookie or for another reason.

He did have his suspicions, however. Too many times, he’d seen how Webb followed Meadow with his eyes as she pranced around the ranch in tight cutoffs and short sundresses.

If Colton had to guess, he’d say the ranch manager had a thing for the boss’s daughter. Hell, every man in that bunkhouse probably popped a woody whenever he thought about Meadow, and that notion forced a growl into Colton’s throat.

At that moment, a spot at the bar opened up, and Webb surged forward to snag his beer. When Colton bought a round for everyone, Webb just sent him a glare.

He returned it with a cock of his eyebrow and passed out the drinks. Dude managed to claim a table near the mechanical bull, and they all dragged out the shitty wooden chairs and sat with their drinks in hand.

One of the guys raised his beer. “We work hard. Tonight, we play hard.”

“Here, here!” The guys swigged, including Colton. The cool brew sliding down his throat felt good after spending half the day parched in the scorching sun. Didn’t help that he’d been burning up for a certain cowgirl for weeks.

Or that she didn’t seem to be able to keep her distance from him. While Meadow didn’t throw herself at him again like she had at the pond, he saw her lurking around. She seemed to be working with her horse a lot more than she had the first week he arrived. He didn’t know if that was for his benefit, but he’d like to think it was for the horse’s.

Across the table, Dude fixed his eyes on Colton. Lifting his bottle, he said, “To our country boy in the making. You may still suck a lot, but you catch on quick. Before long you’ll be a true cowboy, Nox.”

“To Nox!” Everyone toasted him except Webb, and Colton couldn’t care less about what that asshole did. If Webb decided to test him, he’d make good on his promise to give him another black eye to the match first one.

Around them, the crowd was in constant motion. Drunk guys staggered onto the dance floor, grabbed a lady and started stepping all over her toes. A woman at another table was crying uncontrollably while her friends attempted to console her. And a third fistfight erupted among some hotheads at the bar.

Always rubber-necking whenever something was going down, Dude craned his head to see what was happening, but the commotion died away quick, and he dropped back into his seat to enjoy his beer.

Colton gripped his own beer and contemplated the toast they’d just given him. He might still be catching up on his skill level, but he was a quick learner. There was a reason he got promotions in the military despite regularly clashing with authority.

His thoughts wandered to pulling the calf that day…and what took place after.

He tightened his jaw. After he walked away from Meadow, he had tasted her on his fingers. In fact, he sucked them clean and actually debated about how long he could go before washing her essence away.

After just one taste, he was hooked.

Which was why he had to be very careful to never let her catch him unawares. All week long, he’d been sticking close to the other ranch hands. He stuck close to the main ranch too. No way could he risk being alone with her again.

Forest never asked for him to come to the ranch to take his sister’s virginity. He was only here to lend the hand his friend said the ranch needed so badly. To save the ranch. Why did it need saving, though?

The place suffered for workers. Only six of them did the work of twice as many men. The Gracey was a big outfit and must be profitable for it to last three generations. So why weren’t more people signing on to work?

It was something Forest had mused over a time or two in Colton’s presence, but his friend never seemed to be able to puzzle out the reason either. It wasn’t as if his father was a tyrant. The guys seemed to like him well enough, and he kept out of their business.

Who could say? In the end, though, Colton came to fulfill a promise to Forest, and he damn well would see it through to the end, even if it meant a hell of a lot of torment when it came to Meadow.

A hand landed on his shoulder. Pulled from his thoughts, he looked up into the face of a familiar, pretty brunette. “Hey, cowboy. Nice shirt.”

He eyed Gabby. “Is this how country girls pick up men in bars?”

She tossed her head with a laugh. “You saw right through me. Care to buy me a drink?”

The guys at the table elbowed each other and nodded for him to go on and buy the lady a round.

He started to shift out of his seat, but at that moment, a waitress buzzed past. He caught her before she could rush away.

Slapping his card down on the table, he said, “We’ll take a round of whiskey for the boys and whatever the lady’s drinking.”

The guys let out a collective hoot, and the little lady ordered her drink.

After the waitress took his card and made her way to the bar, Gabby looked around for a place to sit, which only annoyed Colton. He wasn’t in the mood to flirt or entertain her. Only one woman was on his mind: Meadow.

Holding back a sigh of exasperation, he snagged a chair from a nearby table and offered it to his guest. After a half hour, and with a shot of whiskey and a few beers in them, the boys were really starting to party.

Colton sipped his whiskey slowly, aware that he’d likely be the only man fit to drive them all back to the ranch tonight.

Gabby batted her long lashes at him and tried her hardest to draw his attention, but his heart just wasn’t in it.

Then he looked toward the mechanical bull and slammed his drink on the table, coherent thought deserting him.

Meadow was there, throwing her long, bare leg over the back of the thing she was about to ride but shouldn’t be.

She should only be riding one thing in this bar.

Him.

* * * * *

The music pulsed in the air as Meadow hiked up to the entrance of Badlands. When she reached the door, the bouncer who usually only checked IDs stood there with his arms folded.

She offered him her very best smile, the one she’d been told her entire life was contagious. Only he didn’t smile back.

Sticking out a foot, she twitched her weight onto one leg and cocked her head at him. “Gonna let me in?”

“Nope.”

“Why not? I’ve got my ID this time.”

“We’re at full capacity.”

She tossed a glance over her shoulder at the packed parking lot. “You’re kidding.”

“Sorry.”

“You’re really not gonna let me in? I’m small.”

He dropped his gaze from her face to her long legs accentuated by short shorts. The ones she’d put on with the intention of going to the bunkhouse to drive Colton to the brink of his sanity. Only he wasn’t there.

So she’d come to the bar thinking that he might have come to the hangout with the other ranch hands. Sure enough, that junky old truck he’d gotten running and drove everywhere was parked at the end of a row of vehicles.

She really needed to persuade this big ape to let her in the door even if it broke fire code regulations.

“I can’t let you in.”

“Not even if I tell you that Livia and I are tight?” Livia was the owner of Badlands. She took over the place after her daddy up and keeled over from a heart attack. Since then, she’d been trying to expand into a distillery, but she confided to Meadow that her financial backing fell through last-minute.

He shook his head. “Not even name dropping can get you in.”

At that moment, a man appeared over the bouncer’s shoulder. Even in the dim lighting from the parking lot, Meadow could see the guy was a nasty shade of green.

“You better let him out quick—he’s about to puke his guts out.”

The bouncer whipped around, and the guy shot past him, took two steps into the parking lot and bent over, hurling.

Meadow took her chance and dodged past the bouncer, who just shook his head at her.

Once inside, she glanced around, scanning the hopping crowd for anyone she knew. Desiree mentioned she might be coming down tonight to blow off steam, but she didn’t see her friend at any of their usual tables.

The music got in her blood, and she moved through the crowd to the beat. As she passed by the bar, she caught sight of the bombshell redhead racking up drinks as fast as the patrons could toss them down their throats.

“Livia!” she called out.

The woman looked up and grinned at her. Then she jabbed a finger toward the back of the room.

Knowing that she was pointing out the rest of the crowd from the ranch, Meadow waved at her and continued on.

When she reached the edge of the dance floor, she searched for that Stetson Colton had bought a few days after he arrived in Montana. It stuck out for how crisp and new it looked compared to everyone else’s.

Purposely, she walked in front of him. If he saw her, he didn’t call out her name.

From the corner of her eye, she studied the rigid way he held himself. He was completely immune to her charms, her presence.

After being alone so long, with only her absent father as occasional company, she had hoped that Forest’s friend might become her friend too.

Still, he ignored her.

On a whim, she swung toward the mechanical bull. A guy was whipping on it far faster than he should have been, given his state of inebriation. As she watched, he tipped to the side and tumbled to the floor.

The crowd screamed and jeered. Meadow didn’t wait for him to scramble up before she was rushing forward to take her shot at the bull.

There was one way to get Colton’s attention if he was in this bar, and she was going to take it.

As she slipped onto the bull, the warm leather brushing her inner thighs sent a shiver through her. Remembering the incident with her short skirt last time, she’d tried to tone it down with shorts. She’d call her outfit “girl-next-door” with a sexy undertone. She’d even added a temporary tattoo to her upper thigh, a cute butterfly that just peeked out as she walked.

If she couldn’t lure in the man she really had her sights set on, she would damn well find herself a nice cowboy to take her for a spin on the dance floor.

She settled on the bull and looked up—headlong into Colton’s glare.

Next to him sat Meadow’s ex-best friend. The girl she used to think of like a sister—until she cheated on Forest with damn near every man in Eden.

Seeing Gabby’s hand on Colton’s arm, as if holding him back from coming to Meadow’s side, sent anger flaring through Meadow’s body. She wanted to claw Gabby’s stupid eyes out of her face.

Instead, she called out, “Who’s going to put a dollar in this thing so I can ride?”

Three guys hurried forward, dollar bills already in hand. One got there before the others and fed the bill into the machine that would be stuffed full by the end of the night.

Then Meadow gripped the pommel and held on for the ride.

She was hardly aware of actually riding the bull—she was only concerned with whether or not Colton was watching and if he had that same haze of lust on his rugged features that he wore down at the pond.

A few shrill whistles pierced the air. The music from the jukebox throbbed. Meadow let her body move with the jerking movements that increased in speed the longer she clung to it. Her body rolled. Her head fell back, and her breasts pushed outward.

As the speed reached a level she knew she’d never beat, she pulled a maneuver she’d done a time or two while helping Livia clean up after hours. She threw her leg over the side and leaped off, landing square on her boots.

The crowd went wild for her performance, but she only cared about what one person thought.

When she whipped around to look at Colton, she spotted his broad shoulders and that crisp new hat moving toward the bar—and his hand planted on Gabby’s back.

Anger sparked in Meadow. Well, she’d show him that he couldn’t just kiss her, give her the best orgasm she’d ever had in her life, and then act as if nothing happened between them.

As if he hadn’t felt something too.

But as she slowly picked her way to the bar, stopped by men offering to buy her drinks, her confidence started to waver. Was he dating Gabby? This was the second time Meadow had seen them together. By the looks of it the woman had her hooks in him.

And he was buying her a drink. She couldn’t help but note how he accepted a Coke rather than anything alcoholic. Another shiver ran through her at his display of control. Even when it didn’t serve her needs back at the pond, Colton Nox was the poster boy for control.

Which made him even hotter.

She reached the bar and ordered tequila, making sure to raise her voice so Colton could hear.

She didn’t know what made her want to taunt the man so much or push him so far, but she didn’t have anything else to lose. She could die tomorrow—Forest had. And then she would die without ever feeling the full touch of a man or one moving inside her.

Gripping the drink, she brought it to her lips and knocked it back in one hasty swallow. She wasn’t going to die a virgin.

The bartender grinned at her and lifted the bottle to ask if she wanted another. She pushed the glass toward him, and he refilled it.

After her two shots, she talked to the bartender for a while between him pouring drinks for other people. Then her favorite song came on and she called out to him, “I’ll talk to you after I dance!”

Whirling away, feeling all the alcohol she drank go straight between her legs, she twitched her way to the dance floor and let loose. A pair of strong hands landed on her hips, and she looked over her shoulder to see a guy she didn’t know.

“You’re the most beautiful woman in here!” he practically yelled, to be heard over the music.

She grinned and looped her arms around his neck, rubbing against him and wishing like crazy it was Colton. But this guy was cute and smelled good. Not as good as Colton, but enough that if she closed her eyes, she could imagine it was Colton’s hands exploring her body.

After a few dances and another drink, the man she’d danced and flirted with offered to drive her home.

She looked around but didn’t see Colton anywhere.

What did she have to lose now?

He held out a hand to her. “What do you say?”

She smiled at him. “I’d love a ride tonight.”

She had little memory of getting out of Badlands since she was searching the place for Colton and that little slut who’d been draped over him all night. When Meadow’s escort led her outside, she let him take her hand and pull her toward a truck.

He threw her a big smile, and she smiled back. She wanted this. She did.

Colton’s face swam in front of her mind’s eye. Maybe if she pretended it was him, she could go through with it.

The guy—she realized she didn’t even know his name and he was about to be her first—pushed her up against the side of the truck and kissed her.

Notes of cheap beer and whiskey flooded her head. He did not taste like Colton.

He did not kiss like Colton.

He trapped her to the steel and plundered her lips while groping her breast. The hard, fumbling touch was nothing at all like Colton’s hands on her. And he didn’t make her feel the way Colton made her feel at the pond.

She freed her hand and pushed against his chest. He didn’t break the kiss and squeezed her breast a little too hard. Her cry came out muffled under his mouth.

When he ran his other hand down her side and plunged it between her legs, gripping her pussy hard enough to cause pain, she began to twist and struggle.

“Stop!” This was too much like that high school party. He might as well be Landon.

Only last time Forest had saved her. Now there was no Forest.

A roar echoed through the parking lot. The stomp of feet on pavement made her adrenaline churn faster through her body.

Suddenly, the guy was ripped off her. Meadow started to slide down the side of the truck. The meaty noise of Colton’s fists pummeling the guy he just ripped off her filled the air.

Meadow twisted her face away from the sight. When tough fingers cupped her jaw and turned her head, she met Colton’s furious glare.

“You must want another spanking.”


Chapter Eight

The minute Colton saw Meadow come into the bar, he set down his drink. It was impossible not to watch while she rubbed her sexy body all over that asshole on the dance floor.

He might have continued to do nothing. After all, the woman was grown. Despite what Forest asked of him, Meadow shouldn’t need looking after.

But when the guy took her outside, Colton peeled Gabby’s hands off him and went after her, ready to take matters into his own hands.

Now she was shaking like a leaf in a stiff mountain wind, looking up at him with those big, frightened eyes.

His chest heaved as he stared down at her beautiful, pale face. Goddamn her for taking risks.

On the ground behind him, the guy who’d laid his hands on her, and continued to grope her even after she yelled at him to stop, let out a pained moan.

Meadow tried to peer over Colton’s shoulder, but he gripped the dainty point of Meadow’s chin and held her firmly in place. “You don’t want to see that, Meadow.”

She let out a quiet whimper.

The sound set him in motion. Grasping her by the arm, he took off at a fast pace across the parking lot.

“Where is your vehicle?” he demanded.

“W-why?”

“I’m going to drive you home.”

“Why don’t we take your truck?”

He couldn’t risk another scene in his truck like the last. The memory of yanking her across that console and spanking her bare ass was too damn fresh in his mind to take any chances.

She dug in her heels, trying to drag him to a stop. He whipped around, his chest hot and tight with anger and lust and something he never wanted to think about. A feeling that he’d only experienced that one time when he saw what was about to happen to his best friend.

Fear.

Locking his arms around Meadow’s waist, he threw her over his shoulder and carried her, kicking and shrieking, to the end of the parking lot. There, he spotted the black truck with the Gracey Ranch brand logo on the side.

When he set her on her feet, he might have been a little too rough, but she was a tough woman, despite all her childish behavior.

“Give me the keys.”

She jerked her jaw up a notch. “No way.”

He braced a palm on the truck and leaned close enough to her that he caught her scent—the perfume she wore and that tang of female. And sweat that probably came from almost being forced against her will for a second time in her life.

His lips hovered even closer to hers. He detected her quick inhalation of breath but did not kiss her.

He would not.

“Give me the keys. Now.”

“Frisk me for them.”

His gut tumbled with desire he refused to acknowledge further. “You have no idea what you’re asking for, little girl.”

Those words got her. She dug in the front of her jeans and thrust a key fob at him. He took them and walked her to the passenger door, forcing her in.

They drove halfway to the ranch before he realized how wonderful the silence was.

If Meadow Gracey wasn’t talking, she must be fuming with anger.

He swung his gaze to her and found sparks glittering in her eyes.

“You can’t ignore me forever, Colton.”

“Try me.”

“I’m not a little girl.”

“Then quit acting like one.”

She remained silent the rest of the trip. At the ranch she jumped out of the truck, and he leaped after her to take her by the arm.

She attempted to shake him off. Darkness closed in on them, making him even more aware of her standing so close.

Fucking hell, he wanted her.

Her plump lips called to him. The urge to claim them for his own and wipe away any trace of the man who’d been forcing himself on her shook him to the core.

Her lips parted on a soft puff of air.

“I can walk to the house by myself.” Despite her strong words, her voice wobbled.

“I’m making sure you actually go inside. And lock the door.”

To keep me out.

“I’m not going back to the bar tonight. I’m going to stay home.”

“Safe and unmolested like you should have been all along.” He reached out and hooked a finger beneath the hem of her short shorts. “When are you going to learn your lesson, Meadow? When are you going to start acting like the responsible woman Forest expected you to be?”

She sucked in a gasp. When she lifted a hand to slap him, he was faster and grabbed her by the wrist.

“Let me go!”

“I’m making sure you go to bed—and stay there.” Before she could fight him, he picked her up and carried her to the back door. He knew from the ranch hands it was typically left unlocked, and it was now. He pushed his way through it and hurried inside.

“Which way’s your room?”

“Put me down!”

“Tell me which way or I’ll—” He stopped short of telling her he’d warm her ass cheeks with the palm of his hand for a second time.

He couldn’t risk that temptation ever again.

“Fine, I’ll kick open every door until I find it,” he growled.

Reaching the first door, he made good on that promise, slamming his boot into the wood.

The splintered destruction echoed through the hallway.

“Stop! Daddy will kill me if all the doors are busted! My room’s at the other side of the house—last door!”

He took off in long strides. The faster he reached her room, the faster he’d be able to go to the bunkhouse and shower away the feel of her in his arms.

Who was he kidding? Not even ice-cold water could stop him from taking his hard cock in hand and stroking it over and over until he spurted hot streams of cum for her.

Thank Christ it didn’t take long to find her room. When he threw open the door, it banged off the inner wall. He stomped to the bed and dropped her on it.

She started to scrabble up, but he hovered over her.

Fuck. It was so tempting to kiss her right now. He could almost fucking taste her sweet, sweet lips.

He wanted to dive between her legs and thrust his tongue into her honeyed center until she bucked against him.

He would make her come for him, over and over, and show her what it meant to be a well-loved woman.

Shoving away from her, he let out a noise of disgust that had her shrinking back like a threat never would.

Barely resisting temptation, he strode to the door. Before he cleared the doorway, she called out, “Not going to spank me for being bad again?”

He whipped around, more turned on with each throbbing heartbeat. “No. Bad little girls who like to be spanked get put in time-out.” He grabbed the door handle and shut the door.

At the back door, he made sure to lock it. He had to keep himself out of her room—her bed. His cock ached. His balls throbbed. Hell, he was leaking precum, he wanted that woman so goddamn much.

He stormed into the bunkhouse and already had his phone in hand, Ross Wynton’s contact pulled up.

Luckily, the bunkhouse was empty, the guys still down at Badlands. The phone rang twice before Ross picked up.

“Nox. I wasn’t expecting to hear from you tonight.”

“Is the offer still good?” His chest heaved.

A beat of silence followed, then Ross said, “Absolutely. We’d love to have you on our team.”

“I can’t stay here.” He ripped the hat off his head and threw it on the floor. “I have to get out of here.”

“I get the feeling it’s not because they let you go.”

“No.” His voice was gravel. “I can’t be here. My buddy’s sister—” He broke off, struggling hard, fingers biting into the phone he gripped.

“I think I see.” Ross’s tone edged into Colton’s psyche.

It cut.

It injured.

He didn’t like being judged by someone he respected. He didn’t like looking like a failure. Hell, he didn’t even know Ross well enough to share, yet right now, he needed a listening ear.

His throat worked. “I have feelings for Meadow that I shouldn’t. Forest…he didn’t want this.”

“Nox. I hear what you’re saying, but did it ever occur to you that Forest wanted you to be with Meadow?”

He squeezed his eyes shut. “No way. I’m going to leave as soon as possible. But first, I have to tell her father.”

* * * * *

Meadow let out a low groan as pain stabbed her temples. This time she wasn’t going to be so lucky, getting off without a hangover. She knew better than to drink tequila.

The heavy throb behind her eyes exaggerated the sick knot in her stomach.

She deserved whatever she got. Colton was right—she should act like the woman Forest expected her to be.

So what was the matter with her? She could blame her behavior in her teen years on losing her mother young. But a decade had passed, and it was time to grow up and act accordingly.

Slowly, she cracked open an eye. Luckily, her blinds were closed against the bright rays of sun that would shoot directly into the back of her skull. Long minutes ticked by as she replayed the events of the previous night.

Seeing the man she wanted with Gabby had set her off.

No, that was no excuse either.

She had to get her life together. For Forest, for her baby sister Ivy who couldn’t bring herself to even come home to this broken godforsaken family with a brother who was dead, a father who’d hidden his emotions behind a mask for the past decade…and a fucked-up sister.

What was Meadow doing with her life? She didn’t contribute to the ranch at all. She’d taken off far too many days from training horses. That didn’t help the ranch’s bottom line when they depended on getting top dollar at auction.

At some point, she began seeking attention—negative attention was better than no attention. She knew she wasn’t the person she portrayed. The girl who drank too much and put herself in dangerous situations.

Forest had been concerned about her. That both stung and left  her heart weeping even more for his loss. Out of anybody in the world, she only had her brother.

That didn’t excuse her behavior. Her family had a reputation to uphold—three generations’ worth—and she was dragging it down each time she stepped foot in Badlands with a bad attitude and worse behavior.

She never should have gone there last night. Looking for Colton had led to even more trouble. Now the man only saw her as an immature kid who needed punished…when all she was looking for was love.

A tear leaked from the corner of her eye to wet her pillow. Another fell in rapid succession.

She had no one in this world. Her mother could never come into Meadow’s room and sit on the edge of her bed, talking for hours about these things. Her father cut himself off from a world of pain. Her little sister was on the run from life…and Forest…

Well, he’d brought Colton to her, hadn’t he?

Why? What was that man supposed to do to help them? He refused to even speak to Meadow unless she provoked him beyond reason. Even if he sat down with her, what were the chances that he’d actually talk about Forest?

She let out a sniffle and got out of bed. She was finished feeling so low. Done making mistakes. From this moment on, she would do better.

After a quick shower and slugging down a couple of pain pills with strong coffee, she donned her hat and boots and went outside to face the new day.

As soon as she neared the barn, she heard voices coming from within. One voice she recognized as Zach Webb’s. The other sent tingles directly to her stomach.

Colton’s rough tone tore through her senses, but what he said turned her blood to ice. “When is Gracey coming back? I need to speak to him.”

“Not for another few days. He’s known to stay at these conferences a while, talking to other ranchers and making connections to better the business.”

“Can’t wait that long. Can you give me his number?”

“What’s so damn urgent, Nox? You sick of working hard for a living?”

A deadly heartbeat followed. Then Colton’s tone came out even rougher. “You son of a bitch. You know nothing of hard work. You’ve been in nursery school compared to what I’ve seen and done for my country.”

Meadow shivered and wrapped her arms around herself.

“Just tell me what you need and I’ll take care of it.” Zach’s tone held an edge of tension too. He’d always been fair to everyone on this ranch. He was nice to Meadow, sometimes bending over backward to help her, and the way he was treating Colton surprised her.

“That’s my business. I’ll just have to wait until Gracey gets back.”

Dread wove through Meadow. Was he going to run to her daddy and tattle on her for what she’d done in the bar? She couldn’t let that happen—her father was in no state of mind to handle another thing when it came to his family.

Before she realized that the conversation between Zach and Colton had ended, Colton appeared in the doorway. At the sight of her, he stopped dead in his tracks. Then he let out a grunt and took off walking so fast that she didn’t know if she could catch up to him without running.

But she had to try.

She whirled and took off after him. Each thump of her boots on the ground jarred her tender head, but she endured the punishment and pushed on.

“Wait!”

He didn’t stop, only rounded the corner of the barn.

Meadow jogged faster. “Colton, stop!”

He did, so abruptly that she would have plowed into him if she hadn’t skidded to a halt soon enough. They faced each other.

Her chest heaved. “Are you planning on telling my father about what happened down at Badlands?”

His stare arrowed straight to her heart. “No. I’m not.”

She melted in relief but tried not to let him see her reaction. “What do you need him for then?”

“As I’m sure you heard me tell Webb when you were eavesdropping, it’s my business. Now I’ve got work to do.”

He left her standing there, gaping after him, feeling dumb and small. The wind cut across the field, bringing notes of fresh pine off the mountain and carrying the noises of the cattle pastured there.

Well, she could stand here feeling sorry for herself or she could do something with her life. Starting now, she would be an asset to the ranch. Her strength lay with the horses, so she’d start there. Then maybe after she proved her worth to her father, he’d let her in on other operations. He might let her talk to the strangers who stopped by regularly asking for him.

Trying to forget Colton and the way his eyes blazed when he looked at her, she turned and headed to the paddock. She spent the rest of the morning training two different horses. One was more advanced than the other—proof that she wasn’t doing her job and needed to step up her game.

When afternoon rolled around, her appetite returned. Sitting alone at the kitchen table was too depressing, so she decided to pack a bagged lunch and ride out to her favorite spot on the ranch to eat.

She didn’t mind the solitude, but often she was lonely. When her father was around, he put up with her chatter the way fathers indulged young daughters—only she wasn’t young anymore.

The ranch hands were too busy and polite to tell her to get lost. Her few girlfriends had lives of their own and jobs to occupy their time.

With a sigh, she settled on the crest of the hill overlooking the ranch. The sky seemed low with clouds that rolled in since that morning. In the far distance, she saw the bottoms of the clouds were tinged with gray, as if ready to let loose with rain. She had just enough time to eat and get home before it poured on her.

She tucked her knees up to her chest and pulled the ham and cheese sandwich out of her bag. As kids, she and her siblings used to come here for picnics with their mom. Those were such good days, spent eating and hunting for four-leaf clovers.

It wasn’t until much later that her mother told her that clover didn’t grow in that field—she’d only sent her offspring to find the rare plant so she could get a bit of peace.

Now, the thought made her smile. Raising three kids with so little input from her husband must have been difficult. Maybe she was even as lonely as Meadow was now.

The pickles she’d added to the sandwich, just like her mother made it, meant Meadow enjoyed the day more. She polished off her food and crumpled the wrappers to stuff in the saddlebag for the trip home.

At that moment, she heard a sound coming from behind her. The noise sent ripples up and down her arms.

The fierce howl of a coyote.

The animals weren’t out much during the day, but over the years, she and the ranch hands had spotted them more and more in broad daylight. They seemed to be growing bolder when it came to humans, and she’d heard Zach talking to her father about how the neighboring ranch owned by some city slickers thought it was fun to feed them, which only made them less afraid of humans.

Shooting a glance at her horse grazing a few yards off, she saw the mare standing with her legs stiff, her head up, scenting the wind.

As slowly as possible, Meadow pushed to her feet and stepped toward her mount. Another shrill howl pierced the air, coupled by the drum of hooves.

In a blink, the scene played out in front of Meadow. The heifer that had wandered too far from the herd thundered past her with the coyote darting right behind.

Meadow gripped the pommel on her saddle and swung upward. Spurring her mount, she shot after the beast bearing down on what some people saw as a burger or steak, and her father saw as three thousand dollars the ranch needed.

In Meadow’s eyes, it wasn’t food or money—it was a living thing to protect.

“Yah!” She dug her heels into her mare’s sides, sending it thundering forward even faster. They gave chase around the crest of the hill until they reached the other side. Still, the coyote didn’t give up and run off. It must be really hungry and desperate to be out in broad daylight and continue even under pursuit.

She let out a holler to scare it, which sent it zigzagging in an erratic pattern. Just as she thought it would slink off into the woods, it shot straight for the cow’s legs.

Just then, the first drops of rain struck Meadow in the face. Two, then three. Suddenly, the fat plops gave way to a torrential downpour.

The coyote took off for the trees.

But the heifer was nowhere to be seen.


Chapter Nine

Soaked to the skin, Meadow was overtaken by violent shivers. The rain continued to slant sideways as she scoured the area for the heifer.

No way it could have run down the slope without her seeing it, which left only one answer—it was in the thick trees with the hungry coyote…or it made it out the other side to the swamp.

Of course Meadow wasn’t dressed for rain, a ten-degree temperature drop or the storm slamming into her and her horse. She always carried a blanket in her saddlebag, but she didn’t want to take the time to stop and retrieve it either.

She had to find that heifer. If she was one of the pregnant ones, she was worth so much more to the ranch. Determination had her gripping the reins and searching for long hours.

Picking her way through the trees was slow, wet going. The spindly trunks couldn’t support heavy canopies with thick leaves to offer sufficient shelter from the drenching rain. She spoke softly to her horse between listening hard for the howl of the coyote, but the animal seemed to have run off.

Her shirt clung to her. Her nipples were hard pebbles from the chill, and goose bumps coated her arms and back. Still, she pushed on, driven to do some good after all the stupid mistakes she’d made over the years.

After what felt like another hour passed, she exited the patch of woods and swept her gaze over the land.

This was the only portion of the ranch that went unutilized. With so many natural springs popping up, it was too wet to be used for pasture or even hay. Few people ever came up here without good reason. Meadow had very good reason.

And she was smart to persevere in her search—the heifer was standing not ten feet away, sunk ankle-deep in the mud.

With a soft cry, Meadow started forward before realizing her mare would get just as bogged down if Meadow led her in there. She had to think fast. A glance at the sky showed her it was dark with another impending wave of the storm.

Now that she was close to the heifer, she saw the sizable bulge of its abdomen, proof that it was pregnant and likely losing stamina fast between the weather and her fear.

Did it even have any energy to get out of the mud if Meadow helped it along?

She got off her horse and unbuckled her saddlebag. She got out the blanket and slung it around her shoulders to stave off her shivers while she rooted in the depths for a length of rope.

Gripping the blanket beneath her chin, she hunched her shoulders as another gust of wind smacked her straight in the face. Her soaked hat stuck to her head. Even her eyelashes were wet, causing her to blink several times to focus on the scene before her.

She needed to find a way to free the heifer from the mud. Then if she could get a rope around her neck, she could lead her back to the ranch.

From behind came a low noise carried on the wind, making her go still. Was the coyote back? Would it be hungry enough to attack her? They weren’t known to attack humans, but anything was possible in the wild.

Then came another call, longer this time. It sounded like syllables.

A name.

“Mea-dow!”

Her heart slammed into her ribs, and she whipped around just in time to see a rider break through the trees. Her gaze landed on the face of the man, and her heart lifted again—this time with hope.

Colton had come for her.

The strain on his rugged features didn’t lessen one single bit as he fixed his stare on her. In the saddle he looked huge, and imposing as hell in a black drover coat. The horse’s packs were stuffed to bulging, and she knew he’d come prepared for anything when he set out in search of her.

Or maybe he’d only come for the heifer. She was probably worth more in his eyes.

His gaze washed over her as if making sure she was really safe. Then he swung his leg off his horse and landed on the ground next to her. “What the hell, Meadow?”

In the face of his rebuke, anything she was about to say—any thanks she might have given him—died on her lips.

He was just going to be an ass to her when she was trying to do the right thing this time.

He assessed the situation. “We have to rope the cow and get it out of the mud.”

She bristled, swiping a soaked tendril of hair off her neck. “No shit. What do you think I was about to do?”

“You’ll never manage on your own. It’s going to take both of us to get her out. Our horses too.” He looked up at the sky. A bolt of jagged lightning cut through the blackened atmosphere.

“Just tell me what to do and I’ll do it.”

He gave her a sharp glance as though she surprised him. Since she typically gave him some lip service, the man probably was surprised.

“How long is the rope in your hand?”

She held up the length. Judging by the glare he gave her, she wouldn’t be shocked if he used it to tie her to a tree and leave her out here. While she much preferred his spanking or even the dirty looks he gave her, she probably couldn’t stop him if he did.

He shook his head. “Not long enough.” The wind was howling now, forcing Colton to raise his voice over the din.

In another few minutes, they’d be in the middle of the violent storm, and chances were the cow wouldn’t survive it.

The distant mountains were blacker angles against the black sky. The air smelled of ozone.

She tried to yell out to Colton, to tell him that they couldn’t go back through the trees the way they came. The best route was to the right of the swamp. They could hit a pass and travel faster that way.

When the scream of the wind snatched the words out of her mouth, she moved close to Colton and gripped him by the arm. Leaning in, she yelled it again. He heard this time and looked to the east, nodding.

Then to her surprise, he cupped her face in his big palm and turned her ear to his mouth. Words filtered into her head—and warmed her too.

“I’m going to rope the cow. Then we’ll attach the rope to my horse and try to pull it out.”

Wishing she could curl up against him and share his heat, she could only nod stupidly in return. Standing back to allow him room to swing the longer rope he had with him, she watched him attempt to lasso the cow.

Twice the loop fell limp to the mucky earth. The third time, it just skimmed the cow’s head before it fell.

“Do you even know how to use a rope?” she yelled into the fury of the wind.

He leveled her in a dark look and threw it three more tries.

Exasperated, Meadow took the rope out of his hands. “Give that to me before I die of hypothermia out here along with that cow!”

With the rookie cowboy looking on, she formed a lasso, swung her arm in the perfect motion—and nailed the cow in a perfect toss.

When she turned to Colton, her head tilted to meet his gaze, she saw the glimmer of respect in his eyes.

Finally.

But as sure as she knew they were about to be caught in the worst storm of the decade, she knew the respect she saw in his eyes wasn’t going to last.

* * * * *

The heifer made her slow, ambling way through the pounding rain behind Meadow’s horse, attached by a long rope. With Colton taking up the rear, he had a direct view of her steeled spine.

So when she started to lean in her saddle and sway too much to one side, panic hit.

She was about to fall off.

“Stop!”

At his call, she at least had enough of her wits to bring the line to a halt. But by the time he dismounted and walked up to her, he saw why she was slanting in her saddle.

She was bone white, her lips blue from the cold. Her fingers had morphed into claws barely able to hold the reins.

“Goddammit. Why didn’t you tell me you couldn’t ride?” He reached up for her, and she slid slowly off into his arms.

He gathered her close. Christ, she was frozen to the bone. In his effort not to pay so much attention to her, he’d almost killed her.

Looking around the bleak landscape, he scanned the region. Lightning flashed, illuminating a few tall shrubs. With any luck, they might offer a windbreak from the raging storm. It never seemed to let up, howling and gusting with high winds that bent the trees.

He carried her to the shrubs and set her on the soggy earth. Then he took off his own coat, heavy and waterproof. Even though it was dark with rain, it was far better than the soaking wet blanket she had slung around her narrow shoulders. God, he could kick himself for failing her this way.

“I don’t want your coat—take it back. You’ll freeze!” Her lips hardly seemed to move when she spoke.

He shook his head, stripped the blanket off her and draped his coat around her instead.

“Oh god,” she murmured, huddling into the fabric that probably still held enough of his body heat to keep her alive.

But for how long? He’d never seen anything like this weather. Between the booms of thunder making the animals skittish and the cracks of lightning that could strike them dead in an instant, it was right up there with an air raid. For the past hour, he’d been on edge, clinging to his sanity while trying not to think about how Forest met his end.

He needed to make Meadow a shelter to weather the storm. At the slow pace they were going, they were never going to find that shortcut pass.

They had to settle in and make camp to stay alive.

“Stay right there,” he told her.

She blinked at him but said nothing. Another bad sign. He struck off into the darkness. The rain caused poor visibility. It was unlikely he’d actually find a place for them to shelter, but he had to try.

In seconds, he was drenched. Rivulets of icy water ran off his hat onto his shoulders. Meadow must be feeling a hundred times worse. She’d been wet for hours now.

He had to find a spot—anyplace to create a lean-to. Two trees would do for stretching the thin tarp he had rolled up in one of the packs.

He was just thinking that they’d have to make do with sitting close together with the tarp tossed over their heads, when he spotted a hump of rock jutting up from the landscape.

He moved swiftly to it for closer inspection. When he saw the dark opening and a few trees sprouting up around it, he fist-punched the air.

This was exactly what they needed to get them through a night in the elements. Whipping around, he ran the entire way to Meadow’s side. She hunched forward, her head bowed.

The sight made his heart pinch sharply.

She looked up into his eyes, and a throbbing heartbeat stretched between them.

He would take care of her, but he would not let her get to him.

He took her by the upper arm and lifted her to her feet. She staggered slightly—her feet were probably just as frozen as the rest of her—and he held her steady.

“There’s a cave. We can shelter there, and I’ll make a place for the animals. Can you lead my horse?”

She nodded. He peered at her closer. Her silence worried him.

Taking hold of her horse’s reins, he guided it with the cow it was attached to toward the site he had already mentally set up as their camp.

Every few steps, he threw a look over his shoulder to make sure Meadow was still back there—and on her feet. Assured that she was, he led the ragtag party to the spot.

When she saw the cave, her expression didn’t change, which caused him even more worry.

He let go of the horse’s rope and hurried to Meadow. “Come on. Let’s get you out of the rain.”

She refused to budge. “I’m not going in there.”

He stared at her. Rain sluiced over both of them. “Why not? Are there wolves or bears?”

“Probably. I’m more worried about rattlesnakes.”

“Damn. I need to get something out of my coat pocket.”

She looked up at him, her eyes luminous with an emotion he couldn’t read.

Making a slow move, he reached for the coat she wore. She let him peel open the front. When he reached into the inside pocket, he felt her shudder.

At least she was reacting to something, even if it was the wrong thing.

He pulled his phone out. Somehow, it had remained safe and dry in that pocket. Using the light, he aimed it at every corner of the cave, looking for snakes or any other unwelcome inhabitants.

Satisfied that it was all clear, he waved Meadow forward. She moved as slow as an old lady.

“Sit here. Stick your hands under your arms or between your legs to stay warm.” His instruction made her lift her eyes to his.

Their gazes held.

Then he twisted away and went back out into the pouring rain to save the animals from the brutal storm.

Lightning streaked through the sky. Occasionally, it landed a target and he’d hear the faint cracking noise of a tree falling. As long as it didn’t strike the trees he was using as supports for the tarp, they were fine.

Pulling out a rope, he lashed the tarp to the tree and led the horses and cow beneath it. Seeing that the cow wasn’t willing to stay put, he tethered her to the tree too.

Since there was nothing dry within a fifty-mile radius, there was nothing to burn and would be no fire tonight.

He found a slightly damp blanket in his saddlebag and used it to wipe down the backs of all three animals. It would have to be enough for now.

When he returned to the cave, he found Meadow…taking off her clothes.


Chapter Ten

Growing up in the mountains had taught Meadow a lot about survival, and rule number one was hypothermia was a bitch. If she didn’t get out of her drenched clothes fast, she was going to be found frozen stiff in this cave.

Colton’s stare washed over her. She could see by his face that she’d shocked him with how easy she was willing to shed her clothes, and she braced herself for his comment.

When it never came, she continued to peel the wet fabric off her skin. Her jeans were most difficult, though they weren’t as tight as some she wore. Once she was stripped to her birthday suit, she grabbed for Colton’s drover coat.

Her first attempt to sling it around her shoulders failed, but before she could try again, his hands were draping the coat around her.

She snuggled in as best she could and dropped into a crouch, knees to her chest to conserve body heat.

Only a shiver or two tore through her system before she realized Colton was also stripping off his clothes. The vision made her shudder for another reason.

God, he was a beautiful specimen of a man. Masculinity rolled off his chiseled form in waves. His face was turned in profile to her, and she studied the angles of his jaw and hard planes of his cheeks. His nose had a small, crooked bump in the middle, obviously having been broken at some point.

As he peeled off his plaid outer shirt, she took a moment to admire his biceps. When his T-shirt followed, she restrained a gasp. His sculpted chest rounded into hard pecs and tapered down his trim torso to washboard abs.

Wet jeans clung to his hips, and she knew just how impressive his cock was when hard. She was not prepared to see it hard now.

Turning his head slightly, he eyed her. Deciding that a thin set of boxer briefs could prevent them from acting on the urges that had been pounding through their systems for weeks now, he left them on.

Her teeth chose that moment to start chattering.

He looked at her full in the face. “Thank god. That means you’re finally warming up.”

She shook so hard that the jacket slipped on her shoulders. In two steps, Colton was there, crouching in front of her. As he drew the coat into place, his stare fixed on her mouth.

“We should…share…body heat.” Her words came in harsh bursts between her quaking shivers.

His dark eyes shifted to hers. The depths were hard. But after a heartbeat, he nodded.

Dropping onto his backside, he scooted close enough to her that his heat washed through her side.

“Daddy always…told me…to take off my clothes if I get wet. The…mountains can…kill you.”

“For Christ’s sake. Come here, Meadow.” Colton snaked out an arm and drew her right into his lap.

A burst of air escaped her lungs. She buried her face against his warm chest and let him envelop her in his arms.

Being even slightly warmer had her shakes hitting full force. She could barely hear over her teeth chattering and the small moans she made.

He tucked her head under his chin and held her tighter. She swore she heard him murmur something that sounded like, “This is tearing me up.”

“Try to relax. What body parts are warmest?”

His question had her biting down on her lip. Did he really want to hear how, despite her physical state, her pussy throbbed against the steely erection underneath her?

“Meadow, talk to me. Is there any part of your body that’s warm?”

“My…arms are getting warm.”

“Good. That’s good. Think about that warmth spreading through your whole body.”

Something passed over her brow. His lips?

Her heart gave a hard flex. Was he trying to offer her comfort?

Burrowing closer, she spread her fingers against his chest. He sucked in a gasp but endured the chill she must have caused him.

Outside the mouth of the cave, rain slanted in torrents with no sign of letting up in sight. Before long, one of the ranch hands would come looking for them. She expected her father to return any minute too—his trip was already taking longer than expected.

“This is my fault.” Colton’s statement roused her from her thoughts.

“What do you mean your fault? You didn’t cause…any of this. Neither did…I.”

“If I’d realized that cow had wandered from the herd sooner, I would have come after it. Right now, it would be tucked away safe in the brooding shed with the other pregnant heifers, eating hay. And you wouldn’t be half frozen.”

The reminder of how cold she still was made her start shivering again. He brought her closer, tucking the coat around any exposed skin. His back was against the cave wall, which she was sure was icy. But he didn’t show any sign of weakness.

She started to wonder just what kind of machine Colton was. Built by the United States government, trained as a weapon and used to protect.

Another shudder rolled through her—this time it wasn’t from the cold.

“Tell me about your…past. Something good,” she urged.

The wind howled so long and loud, flapping the tarp over the animals, that neither of them could hear if the other spoke. At the front of the cave, the horses and cow crowded together, braced against the storm. Their bodies blocked the worst of the wind from rushing through the cave.

After several minutes, the scream of the wind died down, allowing him to speak. “I don’t know anything good about me, Meadow. I told you before—if it weren’t for me, your brother would be here.”

* * * * *

Meadow was looking for some tales to distract her from their situation. Colton couldn’t blame her for that.

But what made him bring up the brother she’d lost?

The skin-to-skin contact felt amazing. Her use of his chest as a pillow left his skin warmer than it ever should be in their current state.

Her breath washed over his flesh. “Then talk about yourself.”

A lump lodged in his throat. “Not much good to tell there either. I had a rough past. I was either going to end up in jail or the Navy.”

Her fingers curled against his skin, sending more heat into him. He was plenty warm, but he wasn’t about to leave her to freeze. Holding her this way was the best choice.

“That sounds like a big story,” she said.

He grunted.

“We’ll start small. What’s your favorite color?”

Stunned, he looked down at her. She tipped her head up to meet his gaze. “What kind of question is that?”

“One you ask when you’re trapped in a cave during a storm. Weren’t you ever a Boy Scout? Play along, Colton.” Not only was she giving him sass but her teeth didn’t seem to be chattering anymore.

He let out a sigh. “Fine. It’s green.”

“Green is nice. Mine is blue, like the sky in the morning.”

He pictured it—the pale hue mingling with the fog that wreathed around the mountains before it burned off and the sun rose fully and the color of the sky deepened.

It was also so damn close to the color of Meadow’s eyes that he nearly searched them just to see if he was right.

She shifted in his arms, making him achingly aware of her soft breasts pressed against his chest. He had dreams about those breasts and sucking her nipples until she pulsed around the fingers he’d buried in her pussy.

When she rocked her hips, he was certain she felt how goddamn stiff he was.

“Favorite food?” Her tone was a bit breathless.

“Steak.”

What he wouldn’t give for one of those right now. And a blow job too.

The vision of her sweet lips wrapped around his thick cock, stretching wider as she took him all the way into the back of her throat had his balls throbbing.

“Mine is ice cream.”

For a moment, he drown in that imagery—her tongue flicking out to gather a bit of white cream—

Now he needed a distraction.

“What flavor of ice cream?” he roughed out.

“Peaches and cream.”

Christ. He wasn’t going to live through this storm after all. Meadow was going to kill him with how damn tempting she was.

Before she asked anything else that would spur him into lurid visions involving her pinned underneath him, he returned to talk about the only thing that could stop him now.

Forest.

“I met your brother at our first post. We were both assigned there. Two baby seamen just getting our footing among the older, more experienced Naval officers. I never knew anybody like Forest before. I came from Jersey. I was rough and scrappy. Willing to fight anyone who poked at me.”

She was completely still, but he couldn’t stop thinking about his cock molded to her round bottom.

“Forest was less hotheaded.”

She issued a low laugh, almost echoing with sadness. “He always was the peacekeeper in our family. The levelheaded one.”

“I can see why.”

She looked up at him. And fuck if he didn’t almost slam his mouth over those plump lips and claim them.

But one taste would have him laying her down on the floor of this cave and taking all of her.

Every. Delicious. Inch.

“I miss him a lot.”

His mind scrambled to figure out what she was talking about. Forest. They were talking about her brother.

The one he’d promised to be there for even in death, by helping keep the ranch alive.

Not by fucking with his sister.

Her stare burned up into his. Her lips ripe and ready for kissing.

“Tell me one more thing, Colton.”

His chest heaved against what he knew were two hard, perky nipples.

“What’s that?”

“Tell me why I’m not good enough for you.”


Chapter Eleven

Meadow wasn’t just warm—she was on fire. For Colton.

When he loosened his hold on her, she knew she’d messed up by asking that question. As usual, her mouth was a wrecking ball against anything she wanted. Right now, she wanted the big, hard cowboy who’d saved her from being stranded in the storm—probably from freezing to death too.

He held himself stiff.

His posture wasn’t the only stiff thing.

He may deny wanting her, but his body told her differently. Oh, he wanted her all right.

She just had to get him to see it.

Holding his stare captive, she pushed away from his chest enough that he could take her in—all of her.

With a heated, sweeping gaze across her bare breasts just aching for him to stroke them, suck them, he issued a low groan.

“I’m supposed to keep you safe, Meadow. Not accost you.”

She took his hand and placed it on her breast. “You did keep me safe. And I want to show you how thankful I am that you’re here.”

He tore his gaze from her but never moved he his hand. The warmth of his palm sank into her breast, raising even more heat in her core.

She didn’t just want Colton—she needed him.

Silence filled the cave, thick and warm and soft like a living being. It bound them even closer together, this experience. Just like the loss of Forest had, and Colton didn’t even know it.

She reached up, brushing her fingertips across his stubbled jaw. The bristle of his beard shot tingles through her. “The way I see it, you have two choices.”

He cocked a brow at her.

“Take what you want.”

He groaned. “Take you knowing that you will hate yourself for it later? And me too? Hell no, Meadow. You don’t know what you’re asking. Your first time should be on silk sheets sprinkled with rose petals with a prince—or at least a good man. The answer is no.”

She skimmed her fingertip to the corner of his mouth. His lips firmed even more. “Was that even a real no? It sounded like a seduction to me, all your talk about rose petals and silk sheets.”

He huffed out a noise of annoyance. “I am telling you no. It’s clearly a word you have not heard very often. And you will hate me.”

She shook her head. “No, Colton. You wouldn’t be wronging Forest’s memory either—he wanted me to save myself for someone who cared about me. That man is you.”

He jerked as if the words hit like bombs, slamming into him one by one.

“Goddammit, Meadow.” His voice rang with agony. “You’re right. I do care about you. Have since the day Forest showed me that photo of you in all your awkward teenage glory. In that minute, I became invested in you.”

She arched, bringing her breast against his palm. Her thumb swiped across his bottom lip, tugging the skin lightly. Beneath her ass, his cock grew harder.

Slowly, she moved in, inching her lips closer and closer to his hard ones even though she could see the warning in his eyes.

Hovering a breath away, she flicked her gaze up to his. “You can’t deny how much you want me. Not anymore.”

“Meadow.” Her name came out of his mouth like hot pain. “Don’t do this.”

Taking his hand, she moved it from her breast, down her stomach, toward the junction of her thighs. “I want you. Only you. Please.” She brushed her mouth across his. “Make me feel good.”

The words barely cleared her lips before he slammed his mouth over hers, plunging his tongue inside to stroke and torment and pull cries from her. Dark need spiraled through her system, blowing away the last of the chill.

In a swift move, he yanked her around to straddle him. Her wet pussy firmly shoved against the stiff length of his cock, and she couldn’t stop herself from rocking her hips.

Sharing a moan, their tongues tangled. She didn’t know how to love a man, please a man, but her body did.

She listened to it and hooked her arms around Colton’s neck, levering herself up and down as she rubbed her clit over the ridge of his flared cock.

“Oh god!”

Reaching between them, he found her pussy and ran a finger through her sticky wetness. She moaned and twitched her hips faster, urging him to touch the one spot that stole her mind by the pond. Only this time she didn’t want him to stop.

With one hand locked on her hip, he helped her to rise up on her knees higher. When he settled his finger at her soaked opening, he rasped, “Slide down my finger. Now, Meadow!”

A thrill hit her stomach as she obeyed his command. And oh god, it felt so good. His long digit sank deep into her pussy. Her inner walls clutched at it, and then he guided her up by the hip again.

In no time, they gained a rhythm. He watched her face as she took what pleasure he gave her. When she began to shudder, she stopped, breathing hard and fast.

“I want to come on your cock. Please, Colton.”

He let out a growl. “Meadow—”

She reached for his cock and stroked the length through his boxer briefs, damp now from her pussy. Holding his stare, she freed his erection from the fabric. Then she aimed the thick, throbbing head at her core—and watched him come apart as she took his cock to the hilt.

* * * * *

“No!” His lungs burned with a roar of rejection. Of denial. Everything he refused to do in this cave—with this woman—was happening.

And Colton was utterly powerless against it.

He felt the head of his cock bump against the thin barrier in her virgin pussy.

He felt the moment it gave way and he drove inside her.

She gripped at his shoulders, a cry on her lips.

Fuck—he’d hurt her.

Cupping her chin, he kissed her tenderly, twisting his tongue with hers to ease the pain and rekindle the passion.

Dammit, what was he doing? Fucking Meadow was wrong. He wouldn’t be surprised if her daddy appeared at the opening of the cave with a shotgun and a shell with his name on it.

He wouldn’t be surprised if Forest rose from the dead to haunt him.

Damn if he could make himself care right now, though.

With his fingers locked on Meadow’s rounded hip, he guided her back up his length, slowly, slowly, letting her acclimate to him. When she reached the top and only the crest of his cock was inside her, she wet her lips and let out a moan as she slid down his length again.

All of a sudden, he realized he was bareback. Inside her.

Never in his life had he gone without wrapping up his junk, but Meadow stripped away even that much of his control.

“Stop. Meadow, stop! I’m not wearing a condom.”

“I’m on birth control.” She brushed her lips against his in a soft kiss that sent a different sensation straight to his heart.

“I’m clean. Oh fuck!” She was taking him faster now, rendering him helpless but to let her use him as she needed. And she had said she needed him.

Hell if he didn’t see why now.

She was wild in his arms. Untamed, uncontrolled. She fucked him in purposeful thrusts that took him to the hilt. She ground her pussy down on him. When he reached between her legs and pinched the tender bud of her clit, she tossed her head back.

Long, damp tendrils of blonde hair brushed against his thighs. He couldn’t resist clamping his mouth over her pulse point and sucking on her neck while he bucked his hips into her.

“Colton! Oh god. Your cock is so big. I never knew it would fill me up this way.”

Fuck if he didn’t love how naïve she was. Her inexperience wasn’t what turned him on, though—it was the way she gave herself to him with complete abandon.

He ravished the column of her throat. He ducked his head and swiped his tongue over her nipples and he ground her clit into her body while she rode him to a fiery end that would leave him changed.

His balls clenched tighter as his body arched with pleasure—and he bent hers to his will.

She took him again. His cock bottomed out inside her, and she cried his name a second time.

“Say it again, baby. Come on my cock and scream my name.” His dark urgings in her ear seemed to send her over the edge.

Her pussy clamped down on his length. She thrust over him once…twice…

“Colton!” Her body splintered in his arms.

He was there to pick up the pieces.

Holding her close, he absorbed the pulsations of her pussy as his own orgasm hit.

Fucking hell. Who was going to pick up the pieces of him after this was all over?


Chapter Twelve

Colton lifted Meadow off his cock with so much tenderness on his face that her heart couldn’t help giving a hard throb. When he arranged her on the dry side of his coat and covered her with his body, she let out another soft cry, wrapping her arms and legs around her lover—yes, he was her lover. At long last, she had a lover.

And he was the right one.

Alternately, he nuzzled her lips and tugged the bottom one with his teeth.

Gliding her hands over his muscular shoulders and down the chiseled planes of his spine, she latched on to his carved ass. She tugged him closer so the tip of his cock penetrated her pussy again.

He fixed his stare on hers and in one hard thrust, filled her again.

This time she didn’t feel that pinch of pain. He just fit perfectly inside her. As if he belonged there the entire time.

“I’m going to hell,” he roughed out.

“Then I’m going with you.” She leaned up to bite into his bottom lip and tugged it the way he had hers.

He issued a primal noise and sank into her with a slowness that stole her breath.

“Look at me, Meadow. Don’t look away.”

Heart hammering, she met his stare and did his bidding. The order burrowed deep in her psyche, and she knew she’d never again have sex with him—or any man—without hearing his voice at that very moment, demanding that she look at him.

In a slow glide, he withdrew from her body, inch by inch, teasing her to a new level of ecstasy. She rolled her body to meet his thrusts. His body flexed and bowed over her, curled around her almost protectively even as he rocked her world.

“Kiss me!” she rasped.

He did, his mouth capturing her cries and feeding her roughened moans of his own as he took them to another pinnacle.

She hung in the throes between bliss and reality. The pleasure beating down on her seemed too big, too much to bear.

But then she looked into Colton’s eyes and knew he’d guide her to safety.

“I’m close.” His jaw flexed, the tendons seeming about to snap with the effort to hold back.

His cock slid over the perfect spot, the one he’d primed over and over again, until she felt the telltale quiver.

“Fuck yeah, baby. Come for me. Come on my cock!” He released a roar as he pounded into her.

Her body squeezed him tight and let go. The world tumbled for several minutes, until she realized that she had landed, safe and secure, in Colton’s arms.

They lay on their sides. His arms shrouded her, and his chest cloaked her spine, keeping her warm.

The mouth of the cave was a dark hole of blackness, but once in a while lightning would flash and she could see the rain falling in silvery streaks beyond the tarp where the animals sheltered.

Tenderness washed over her. Never in her life had she felt a connection to any person like she did to him.

“Think it’s ever going to let up?” His soft tone ghosted over her ear.

“I hope not.”

He squeezed her closer. Tracing her fingers over the length of his forearm, she settled into thoughts of what they’d just done. How differently the day could have turned out.

“What were you doing out on that hill, anyway? Were you looking for the cow?” His question made her flip in his hold. He hovered over her, eyes hooded as he searched her face.

She hooked her arms around his neck and drew him down until his forehead rested against hers. “Truth?”

He nodded against her.

“I was having a picnic.”

He pulled away. The darkness let her see how his eyes glittered, but not much else about how he was looking at her.

“Do you have any food left?”

A laugh bubbled out of her. “You’re thinking about your stomach right now?”

“Hell yeah. Aren’t you?”

Now that she thought about it, she was too.

“There’s a little food left. I ate the sandwich, but there are a couple apples—I brought one for my horse. And some beef jerky and potato chips.”

“Hot damn! I did pick the right woman to get stranded with.” He performed a pushup over her, shoving to his feet. In the flickering light, she watched the hard planes of his shadowed form move toward the horse.

A minute later, he returned with his hands full of the detritus of her picnic.

When he took a seat cross-legged beside her and handed her an apple, she sat up and took it. With their bodies still touching, they settled in for a meager supper.

The best of her life.

The apple was sweet and crisp. The beef jerky hit the spot, and the chips they shared topped it all off.

She couldn’t think of the last time she’d felt so happy. So at ease.

She started to say so to Colton but stopped at seeing the twin creases between his brows as he stared off into space. While she felt like their time together couldn’t be more perfect…it was obvious the SEAL-turned-cowboy was in deep torment.

* * * * *

Meadow galloped around the training ring on the back of her mare. Two days after being marooned in a storm, the duo didn’t seem as if they were affected at all. The horse sailed around a barrel, and the rider had all the stamina and skill to lead her through the turn.

Colton let out a low groan.

She bounced up and down in that saddle the same way she had on his cock. And she didn’t look as if him taking her virginity was causing her an ounce of trouble either.

He watched her circling the perimeter. Her blonde hair fluttered loose and free behind her, making his fingers curl, ready to grab the mass and thrust his cock inside her again.

Damn if he wanted to admit it, but two nights alone in his bunk left him burning for her. He’d managed to steer clear of her too, always working with one of the other ranch hands. If she asked to talk to him alone, she risked them telling her father.

That was another thing—the man still hadn’t returned from his conference. Colton didn’t know a hell of a lot about the ranching business, but the conference couldn’t have lasted so many weeks.

Dirt and dust sprayed over his shirt and legs. He looked up to see Meadow doing a turn-and-burn on horseback, the hooves spraying up earth. His grunt mingled with Meadow’s tinkle of laughter.

The little brat. She did that on purpose.

Before she could gloat about him brushing the dust off his shirt, he strolled away from the training ring.

A sharp voice carried across the yard to him. “Hey, Nox!”

He turned to see Webb unloading feed from the back of one of the ranch pickups. Great—what did that asshole want?

His next statement made it clear. “Didn’t I assign you a job this morning?”

“Yeah.” He tugged the brim of his hat lower. The gesture was becoming a habit fast considering he hadn’t been here all that long.

“So what are you standing around watching Meadow training horses for?” He cocked a brow at Colton. “Or do I have to ask?”

“You’d know why, wouldn’t you? Didn’t I see you watching her half an hour ago?”

Even from several yards away, Colton read Webb’s glare loud and clear. But he wasn’t going to let the jerk challenge him, not when Webb was even guiltier of having a fixation on Meadow. Everyone around here knew it too.

They continued to stare each other down, neither willing to look away first.

Finally, Dude buzzed up on an ATV, cutting off their view of each other so neither had to wimp out and break the glare first.

Colton continued on to the paddock, where he chose his usual horse. When he picked it out of the herd that day he went looking for the missing cow, he hadn’t given much thought to the mount being an integral part of a cowboy’s arsenal. How the same way that weapons and body armor were part of a SEAL’s supplies, a horse could keep a cowboy alive too.

When he and Meadow returned to the ranch, looking like two mountain hermits who hadn’t emerged for years, the first thing Meadow did was spring to action caring for the horses.

He took charge of the heifer and led her to the brooding shed where she could wait out the rest of her pregnancy, safe from swamps and dangerous lightning storms. With the heifer tucked up with some fresh bedding and a full feed trough, he’d returned to the yard to find Meadow rubbing down the horses.

He stroked his hand over the black gelding’s coat. Meadow had brushed him to a gleam and checked his hooves before shutting him up in the barn with fresh hay to doze for the rest of the day.

The differences between him and Meadow were broad. But were they? He’d grown up practically alone. Instead of having his father discipline him, he had a military school sergeant. The only motherly love he experienced in his entire adolescence was the occasional visit to the nurse. While she bandaged up whatever wound he went to see her for, she spoke kindly and always pointed out the jar of treats on her desk before he left.

But Meadow had lost her mother young. Her father, from what he’d heard from Forest and seen with his own eyes, was absent.

Colton had slipped and gone too far with her, but who could blame him? He was mortal, a flesh and blood man, with a naked woman in his lap. One who wanted him and made no bones about it.

He saddled the horse. Hell, he didn’t even know if it had a name, but he’d find out. A fellow warrior deserved that much consideration.

After he rode out, he lifted his head and sniffed the air. He was starting to recognize the different smells around him. If the breeze was carried down from the mountains, it brought a piney, cutting chill that burned in his nostrils. When it crossed the fields, it came with an undercurrent of grass and loam.

For the first time in a long, long time—maybe longer than he could remember—he was content.

Happy wasn’t a word he often used in conjunction with himself, but this was as close as he’d come. With the sun on his shoulders, and the powerful horse carrying him out to the fence line he was supposed to inspect for damage after the harsh storm, he felt good.

At ease.

This was what Forest had talked about in those long hours of darkness as they kept watch while the rest of the squadron slept. The peace of the land.

Colton wouldn’t exactly call the working conditions on the Gracey peaceful, though. Not with Webb breathing down his neck every time he turned around. Then there was Meadow, tormenting him even in his dreams.

This morning, he woke from a dream about her. She was stripped naked, her curves glistening with droplets of water and her eyes blazing in a come-hither look as she slowly approached him.

He’d woken with his cock throbbing hard and his balls aching for the release he refused to let himself have. He’d given that woman enough energy in his thoughts. The only way to shake her was to ignore her.

Fat chance of that. She wasn’t going to let him ever forget what he’d done on that mountain.

Hell, neither was his mind. It was locked in a vault with a big screen playing the memory on loop—always there in the background of his thoughts.

After her father returned, Colton planned to tell him about his decision to leave the ranch. He figured he’d already fulfilled his promise to Forest. He never told his friend how long he’d stick around—only that he’d come if he ever died and that he’d look after Meadow.

Never during those conversations did Forest set a timeframe of how long to stay or watch over Meadow.

Funny how he wasn’t as worried about their youngest sister Ivy, although she was out on her own somewhere in Europe. While she might be traveling with a friend the way Forest told it, a single woman in foreign cities seemed a lot more perilous than Meadow sitting in the middle of Nowhere, Montana.

Even going to Badlands, everyone knew Meadow. The ranch hands—namely Webb—made sure she was never there alone.

Colton could see how she got herself in trouble, though. Everything that woman did spelled trouble.

There she was, taking over his thoughts again. Dammit, he had to focus.

As the long row of fencing that encircled acres of grazing land came into view, he slowed his horse. To him, it seemed fine to simply ride along the fence and ensure it was still standing after the storm. Webb had other ideas. Whether it was to get him out of the way for longer, he’d instructed Colton to test every single fencepost and ensure it was rock solid.

He dismounted and hobbled the horse so it grazed within whistling range. Then he set about testing the posts.

The low chirp of insects in the high grasses and the whisper of the wind provided soothing music. The sun warmed him through his shirt, and both conspired to make him sleepy.

After all, he wasn’t sleeping well with Meadow prancing around nude in his dreams.

When his phone buzzed, he jolted with surprise.

Only one person knew this number—Ross Wynton from WEST Protection. As soon as he glanced at the caller ID, he brought the phone to his ear.

“Wynton.”

“Hey, Nox. Just checking in on you. Haven’t heard anything in a couple days.”

“About that…the boss man’s still away. I just don’t think it’s right to take off without talking to him first.”

“Damn. We could really use another guy on the team. If we get you in here by week’s end, we can put you straight into the training program.”

Colton didn’t realize he’d twisted to stare out over the landscape. When he focused, he saw the big ranch house and thought of Meadow all alone here, with only that asshole Webb and a group of ranch hands who like watching out for her a little too much.

He bit back a groan. “Sorry, Ross. I need a little more time.”

“I understand. I’ll wait to hear from you.”

“Sounds good. Thanks.”

Long after the call ended, Colton stood there, fence forgotten, rethinking that promise he’d made to Forest. When had it become a commitment Colton made…but for his own reasons?


Chapter Thirteen

Through the darkness, Meadow followed the strains of a guitar and the flicker of firelight. The guys often gathered around a bonfire. Zach was pretty good on the guitar, and he had a decent singing voice too—the closest they all got to entertainment on a Wednesday night.

Once the ranch was put to bed and the animals were all tended to, they had little else to fill their time besides drinking, playing cards or sitting around a fire shooting the breeze.

As she rounded the barn and set eyes on the group of guys, she automatically counted heads.

Dude and Webb, along with the other four guys.

And Colton.

She missed her next stride and was forced to slow her steps even as heat shot through her stomach.

God, Colton’s face outlined by firelight…it just did things to her whole body. He wore his hat low over his eyes, creating a line of impenetrable shadow.

Reminded of their interlude in the cave, she envisioned Colton’s eyes, how they were as deep as night and glittering with lust that first time, and then passion after that.

She wrapped her arms around herself as she slowly approached the fire. Webb looked up from the strings of his guitar and saw her first.

She looked at each man, finally landing on Colton.

“Meadow.” His gruff tone edged under her skin—and made her skin erupt in goose bumps.

One of the seats had been left vacant for her. She moved to it and sat down between Dude and Zach—directly across from the man she couldn’t stop thinking about.

Dude pulled out a tin of chewing tobacco and offered it to her. With a chuckle, she shook her head. He took a pinch and stuffed it into his bottom lip. They all settled in to listen to Zach pluck the strings.

Meadow crossed her legs in the low-slung chair and let the music wash over her. She was used to being on her own, but the past two days had been especially difficult.

After feeling the touch of a lover, of fighting for something together, and then the companionship of their ride back to the ranch, she no longer wanted to be alone.

Stealing a peek at Colton from beneath her lashes, she found him looking back.

The flames flickered between them, as hot and bright as the fire low in her core. If she were to leap over the flames and land in his lap, what would he do? Deny they were anything more than acquaintances to each other? The guys already knew he’d brought her home from Badlands that night—Dude had told her so.

Zach brought the first song to a close, the quiver of the strings and his deep voice resonating on the air.

Zach dipped his head toward the ranch hand, Marks, sitting nearest the small ice chest full of drinks. “Pass me one of those beers. All this singin’s making me thirsty.”

He plucked one from the icy depths and passed it to Zach. Then he held up a beer on offer to the rest of them. His gaze lit on Meadow. “Beer?”

“Sure, I’ll take one.” She leaned forward to accept it, noting too late how high the flames were jumping. They licked at her sleeve.

“Jesus Christ!” Colton’s arm slammed into her, knocking her back several feet.

Stunned, she stared up at him, aware that all the guys were on their feet—and he was puffing mad.

“Are you trying to light yourself on fire, woman?” It was a wonder he could even bite off the words around that tendon going crazy in his jaw.

Her pride stung. Recoiling, she glared back at him. “I’m fine. Didn’t even feel the heat.”

It was a lie, but he didn’t have to know that.

He seemed to be making it his business. When he gently wrapped his fingers around her upper arm and guided her arm up so he could inspect the sleeve of the flannel shirt she wore, she felt every man around the fire go still.

Those guys never touched her. No matter how many times they drove her home from the bar, they kept their hands off.

Colton was different…and now they knew it.

The charged atmosphere seemed louder than the crackle of the fire. Their gazes clashed.

Slowly, Colton removed his fingers from her arm. She moved to her seat and dropped into it, waiting for him to do the same.

Only he walked past her, into the night.

The urge to turn around and watch him go was strong. To run after him even stronger.

Some sense of boundaries kept her glued to her chair. Marks got up to place the beer she asked for into her hand, and she accepted it with a smile she knew must look as off as it felt.

Zach plucked a few notes. She twisted off the beer cap but wasn’t in the mood to drink now even though her mouth was dried out. What she was aching for…was Colton.

She couldn’t just get up and follow him into the darkness, though the thought of finding him in the shadows—and letting him take her up against the side of the barn—left her pussy throbbing.

The guys seemed to be avoiding her gaze. What if they told her father that Colton was fooling around with her? She didn’t know what her daddy would do.

He’d been so strange lately, even more withdrawn than he’d been since losing his wife and son. She supposed that he must be feeling a heavy weight—grief often didn’t strike for many months after a loved one’s passing.

More than likely, he wouldn’t have a single thing to say about his elder daughter screwing around if it were anybody but one of the ranch hands. There was always an unspoken limit there. A crossing of social class. The guys were friends, sure. But they were also Gracey employees.

She was no queen, though. If she was, her crown was tarnished beyond repair. She didn’t want to sit on her laurels any more than her sister did. Which was what sent Ivy running off the first chance she got.

Maybe Meadow should have done the same thing. Europe had never interested her, but she could travel the country. Just pack her bags, get in her truck and go.

The idea had merit…but it would mean walking away from her father when he needed her to watch over the ranch more than ever, even if he wouldn’t admit it. Forest was so loyal to her father and the ranch. Since he wasn’t around, she was the next one in line.

And leaving Colton before ever giving them a chance to explore what could really be…

Sitting there as the night dwindled and the logs burned down, pretending to drink the beer she didn’t want, took so much effort. When she finally could stand it no more, she stood and gave an exaggerated yawn.

“Thanks for the fun, guys, but I’m bushed. I’m heading to bed.”

Zach looked up at her. “Want me to walk you to the house?”

She offered him a gentle smile. “No, but thank you. I’ll make it just fine.”

As she navigated the darkness back to the house, she searched every shadow for Colton. Hoping the man would jump out and drag her off to have his way with her made her walk slower.

When she reached the back door without Colton grabbing her, she let out a sigh. She went inside and tossed the nearly full beer in the trash. Then she took a quick shower to wash away the remnants of campfire smoke from her hair.

Any other night, she’d don a camisole and a pair of panties to serve as pajamas. She didn’t know what made her reach for a slinky short nightie instead.

The red number was one she’d purchased with friends at the mall but never worn. They all teased her for information on the man who got to see her in that, but of course, she never kissed and told.

Because nothing ever happened.

She ran her hands over her breasts, cupping them in the silk cloth. Her nipples were pinched tight. A flutter low in her stomach had her reaching a hand down between her thighs.

The ache there could never be satisfied by her own hand. She needed Colton.

Before she knew what she was doing, she moved through the house, headed for the back door.

She never reached it.

The door banged off the inner wall and a huge figure stood in the shadowy space.

He saw her and stopped. Then he took one step inside, fists curled.

“I advise you to go back to bed. And lock your door.” Colton’s growl spread through her entire body.

Shaking her head, she stumbled forward, right into his waiting arms.

* * * * *

He was losing his mind. No, he’d already lost it.

Any control was crumpled up like a tissue and tossed to the mountain wind as Meadow launched herself into his arms.

The silky nightgown she wore slipped against the bare skin underneath it, making him even harder, if such a thing was possible. Ever since he left that fire, he’d been walking, wandering the night, looking for some relief from the mind-addling ache to go to her.

He tried a cold shower. Hell, if he thought throwing himself in an icy pond would ease this manic desire he could live with no longer, he would have done it hours ago.

What led him to open her back door?

What put her there at the exact moment he had flung it open?

Christ, they couldn’t be…bound…could they?

Men who served in the military were a superstitious lot. They believed in getting your due. Being served justice. They believed that to cross paths with an enemy more than once meant that you were supposed to dole out that justice.

But when it came to a woman? Colton didn’t know if he was just making up excuses for him and Meadow seeking out each other at the exact same second.

He didn’t know what to think anymore.

He couldn’t think.

With a soft noise, she hitched her strong, curvy legs around his waist. The scorching heat of her pussy against the bulge in his jeans proved too much.

He slammed his mouth over hers and backed her up against the closest wall. The door hung open behind them, and damn if he cared.

Claiming her kisses, her sweet, seductive sounds, was the only driving force inside him right now.

To hell with Forest, her daddy, the ranch and the men who worked it.

He was going to feast on this woman in his arms until they were both satisfied.

Then he would make that call to Ross Wynton and walk away—tonight, if he could tear himself away from Meadow’s bed before dawn crested the mountain.

Pushing his cock into the crux of her drew a groan from both of their lips. She parted for his questing tongue. Over and over again, he sank into her, tasting, exploring, stealing moans from her.

She knocked his hat off his head and dug her fingers into his hair, twisting. “Please!”

“Tell me to walk away. Tell me to leave.”

She lifted her head, eyes revealing the stunned fear at such a suggestion. “Take me to bed, cowboy.”

An animalistic noise burst out of him. He wasn’t going to make it to bed with her. He had to have her here—now.

His cock was stiff and aching, the tip slick with precum. And judging by the heat between her legs, she was soaking for him too.

In a hasty move, he let her slide down his body. As soon as her toes touched the hardwood floor, he spun her.

Pinned her to the wall.

In rough jerks of his hands, he opened his fly and pulled out his cock. Sliding aside the panties she wore took precious seconds he couldn’t wait on.

His hands shook as he guided his cock to her drenched opening.

“Say my name. Now!”

“Colton!”

In one hard shove, he filled her to the hilt. His balls nestled against the ripe peach of her ass.

Her roughened cry brought him crashing back to reality.

“Did I hurt you?” he whispered against the shell of her ear.

She twisted her head to look at him. “No. Never. Fuck me, Colton!”

Driven by their own need, his hips swung back. His length slipped through her clenching heat clear to the tip…

Then he slammed home once more.

She arched her back. Ground into his cock.

He palmed her luscious ass cheeks apart and sank even deeper. Her pleasured cries filled the air. Unable to stop touching her for even a minute, he ran his hands up and down her curves, tugging the tormenting little scrap of silk she was wearing upward and then finally cupping her bare breasts and using them as leverage to fuck her.

He jerked her into his cock. She writhed on it.

This was so wrong.

Yet so right.

The contradiction had no rhyme or reason. In his lust-hazed mind, he could have her or die.

Her pussy suddenly clamped down on his stiff cock—hard.

“Christ, yeah, baby. Milk me! I’m going to fill you up over and over again tonight.”

“Yes!” She covered his hand where it lay over her breast and threaded her fingers with his.

The act was so intimate. His fucking heart would never be the same.

War had torn him to shreds, but he’d walked away from that more whole than he would when he left this ranch.

Left her.

“Please! Deeper! Oh gawd!” Her keening cry hit a split second before her pussy squeezed his cock on her release.

The tight clench stole…his…fucking…mind.

Throwing his head back, his body bowed and he let out a roar of completion as he shoved his cock as deep as it would go and flooded her with a release so enormous that he wondered if he could ever really walk away.


Chapter Fourteen

Moving through the darkened rooms of the house where she’d grown up was nothing new to Meadow. Doing it in Colton’s arms was something altogether different.

He could try to push her away, but she refused to let him. It wasn’t even possible now—her heart was entangled.

It sounded crazy even to herself, but from the minute she got word from Forest’s friend that he was coming to the ranch and would need a ride from the airport, Meadow had felt connected to Colton.

She couldn’t help but wonder if her big brother had seen something in Colton that he just knew would light a spark in her.

When they reached the open door of her room, she saw his face for the first time in the light of the lamp burning on her nightstand.

He looked just as shocked as she felt to see him here, carrying her to bed after he’d just thoroughly fucked her up against the wall.

The thick feeling of his release between her thighs turned her on so much more. Everything inside her wanted him again.

And if he denied her?

Well, he wouldn’t. That much was clear as he laid her down and began to strip off his clothes.

This moment already felt different from the others. He looked at her, so calm, as if the storm inside him had passed as fast as the one they’d waited out in that cave.

She cut her gaze over his rugged features to the swell of his chest. The muscles of his arms bulged as he reached for her again.

She rolled into his embrace, wrapping her arms around his neck and her legs around his waist.

“Meadow…” His throat worked on a hard swallow.

She brushed the strands of hair off his tanned forehead. “Yes?”

“I’ve never wanted anyone like this. I…don’t think I ever will again.”

His confession stunned her speechless. Her heart pinched painfully. Breathless, she searched his dark eyes and saw the truth behind his words.

Her own throat thickened with emotion. “I’ve never wanted anyone the way I want you either.”

With a harsh noise, he took her mouth captive again, kissing her until she felt her limbs go boneless and her pussy throb. At the moment when he tore the nightgown off her and began kissing every inch of her body, she knew—without a doubt in the world—that she was in love with Colton Nox.

They moved in a new rhythm. His kisses took on new meaning. Did he feel the change too?

He fed her passion through his tongue that traveled down the column of her throat to worship each of her breasts. When he edged his fingers between her legs and found the hard nubbin of her clit, she lost heart-racing minutes to bliss.

When she came up for air, gasping, his name on her lips, he rolled her underneath him.

She stopped breathing again. Looking up at the man she loved about to enter her, was powerful—an experience to forever mark in her mind.

“Look at me, Colton.” Her voice was a soft plea. “Don’t look away.”

His dark eyes glittered with emotion. “I can’t.”

She rocked her hips up to meet him, and in one smooth glide, he filled her.

Need curled inside her like hot smoke. Digging her fingers into his hard shoulders, she tugged him closer. When he swiped his tongue across her lips, she issued a cry and opened to him.

In all ways.

That kiss dominated. He owned her body. Passion swept through her, dizzying her.

Out of control with the lust pounding through her system, she clutched him tighter.

As if he understood, he began to whisper in her ear. “I’ve got you.” He rocked his hips back, dragging his cock through her aching walls. “Let go for me. I’ve got you.”

“Colton!”

He stared down at her until her eyes blurred with tears. Then he swept in and claimed her mouth.

The flavor of him coupled with his hard thrusts overtook her. Out of nowhere, her orgasm struck.

Rising up on a swell of a wave, she rode the peak for pounding seconds. When she began to tumble down the other side, she felt her lover stiffen.

His muscles steeled. His body arched.

A long groan rumbled through his chest, and he began to soak her inner walls with hot cum.

Holding him closer, she rode out the waves of pleasure with him. Whatever switch had flipped in Colton, she felt the change. He wasn’t acting cold and distant or keeping her at arm’s length.

In fact, the opposite had been happening ever since they were stranded together in that storm.

His rough pants rasped in her ear. In a move only a capable man who’d served his country could perform, he pushed off her and rolled onto his back, taking her with him.

With her leg draped over his muscled thighs and her head pillowed on his rounded pec, she fought to catch her breath as well as summon some semblance of reality.

If only this feeling would last. If only he would stay.

But the people she truly cared about always left. First her mother, and then Forest. Ivy took off, dropping only the occasional text to let Meadow know that she was okay. And her father…well, he had been absent for a long time.

She truly was alone.

But she wasn’t alone tonight.

Smoothing her hand down Colton’s chest, she trapped any words of love inside. If she uttered a single declaration, he’d think her impulsive and flippant. The last thing she needed was for him to call her immature again.

“Your father stays away a lot, doesn’t he?” His question surprised her.

Lifting her head, she looked at him. From this angle, she had the perfect view of his chiseled jaw, firm lips and flawlessly carved nose set between the angled planes of his cheeks. Above that, his eyes were soft, dark pools.

“He’s been traveling more lately.”

“Is that typical?”

She rested her head on his chest once more. “It depends. There are plenty of auctions at this time of year when early calves are being sold. Since we have both cows and horses to sell, my father likes to get out and make connections that will earn the ranch the best bottom line.”

“I see.”

She ran her hand up his chest again. “What do you see?”

“That he leaves you alone far too much.”

His words planted a hard lump in her throat, too big to swallow around. She struggled for a moment before she was able to speak. “I’m fine.”

“No. You’re not.” He threaded his fingers in her hair. When he twisted the strands and raised her head, forcing her to meet his gaze, she gulped back more emotion.

“Don’t look at me that way. Don’t you dare.” She tried to shake him off.

“Like what, Meadow?” His tone was a warm whip across her senses.

“Like you feel sorry for me. Dead mom, dead brother, no father. Sister off in God knows what city.”

His nod only made her choke up again. “You shouldn’t be left alone here.”

“I can make decisions about the ranch. But it sort of runs itself.”

His chest heaved in a sigh.

She cocked a brow. “Does that not-so-small sigh mean that you think otherwise?”

“I think Webb believes he’s got a handle on everything.” He ended on a growl.

She studied him. “You gave Zach that black eye.”

He bristled.

“Why?” she pushed.

The determined way he firmed his jaw told her that he wasn’t willing to share with her.

“Colton, tell me why you punched Zach.”

He grunted. “He runs his goddamn mouth too much.”

A trickle of apprehension lifted the hair on the back of her neck. “Was it about Forest?”

He blinked at her. “Forest? Why would he talk about your brother?”

Realizing he’d loosened his hold on her hair, she ducked her head to avoid his stare. “He and Forest butted heads.”

For long moments, he was silent, as if wrestling with his feelings about Forest.

“Forest felt like Zach had a little too much control. Whenever Forest would try to override his decision, he’d get pissed off. One night, Forest stormed into the house and slammed the door so hard that it cracked. The split is still in the wood.” On the door to her brother’s room. A room that nobody ever entered now.

She continued, needing to get the story out suddenly. “When I asked him what happened, he told me that he and Zach argued. He refused to tell me why…but later, one of the other hands told me that my name was mentioned.”

Colton hooked his finger beneath her chin, drawing her gaze back to his. “And do you know why that was?”

She shook her head. “Do you?”

He swallowed hard. “I can guess.”

When she waited for more, his words came forth in a low rumble. “I think he’s in love with you.”

She jerked into a sitting position. Her hair tumbled over her shoulders to cover her bare breasts, and Colton raked his gaze over her.

“You’re crazy! Zach isn’t in…love with me! He’s my friend.”

“Don’t you see it? How he looks at you? Follows you with his eyes? How he’s so eager to rush to do whatever you need?”

She sputtered, at a loss for words. “That’s only because he’s kissing up to my father!”

Colton’s expression softened. As he brushed her thick hair off her face and tucked it over her shoulder, he searched her eyes. “Have you looked in a mirror, honey?”

She shivered at what he was insinuating.

“If you think I’m attractive, you should see Ivy.”

Curling his hand around her arm, he drew her back down to lie on top of him. His hard, warm body was a solid anchor to this world that she was beginning to understand less and less instead of more with age.

“I don’t think about Zach like that.”

“I know.” He cupped her head to his chest. The thump of his heart calmed her.

“You think Forest suspected it too.”

“I do. We never discussed it—only that he wanted me to watch out for you. And to help on the ranch in the event…”

He broke off. Words weren’t necessary.

“You and my brother must have been really close.”

“We were.” His voice came thickly.

“I don’t believe that you were the reason he died, Colton.”

His fingers had been smoothing up and down her spine, but at that, he pulled them off her skin and slung his forearm across his eyes.

The pose was meant to shut her out.

Too bad Meadow wouldn’t easily be ignored.

She pushed his arm away and cradled his angular jaw, forcing him to look at her. “Listen to me, Colton. I don’t blame you. Forest wouldn’t either. So when are you going to forgive yourself?”

* * * * *

The last thing Colton wanted to discuss was Forest’s death and the role that he’d played in it. But he really didn’t want to talk about it with his sister.

Who he’d just fucked. Thoroughly. Twice.

Hell, his cum was oozing out of her sweet pussy right now.

The urge to get up and leave was strong, but the need to stay the night with this woman was much, much stronger. The invisible pull Meadow had on him wasn’t anything he could understand.

Or fight.

He just knew that even after he did force himself to walk away from her—and leave the ranch—it would take a long, long time to stop thinking about her.

Maybe forever.

Meadow moved up his body. Her breasts sliding over his chest tormented him. His cock had never stopped being hard for her, but it bobbed against his abs when she straddled him.

Christ, she was stunningly beautiful. Heartbreakingly so because he knew he could never have her. He wasn’t fit to be in a relationship, and anybody with a set of eyes could see that Meadow Gracey was the marrying kind. For all her wild ways, she really only wanted to be loved by one man for the rest of her life.

Her eyes blazed down into his like blue flames. “Colton…”

“Yes?”

“I want to tell you something.”

“What is it?”

She rolled her hips, bringing her wet pussy against the base of his cock. The throb increased. “When you turned me over your lap in the truck that night…”

He stopped breathing.

“And pulled up my skirt…”

God help him. He’d made it through countless battles and danced with death, but this woman was going to kill him.

“When you spanked me…”

“Meadow—”

“I liked it.”

His gaze shot to hers.

“A lot.” She bit down on her plump bottom lip.

His eyes shuttered. When he opened them again and saw that lust on her face, there was no stopping what he was about to do.

He flipped her into the mattress, face down. When he knelt behind her and grabbed her by the hips, she gasped.

With an upward jerk, he yanked her ass into the air and stuffed a pillow under her hips.

She twisted her fists in the sheets. “Oh god!”

Hell, one look at that round ass just waiting for him to mark her pale, perfect skin had his control not only slipping but running for the hills.

Slowly, he brushed his knuckles over the crest of her buttocks. She let out a moan.

He moved back and forth, getting her warmed up for him. “Are you wet for me, baby?”

“Yes!”

“Let’s find out.” He dipped two fingers between her legs and burrowed deep in her pussy, twisting.

She cried out.

“When you make that sound, I damn near lose it every time, Meadow. Coming on your beautiful ass right now would be the hottest thing ever. Just seeing you dripping with my juices before I spank this…perfect…ass…” he caressed it with each word, “would be fucking glorious.”

She whimpered. “Colton!”

“But I won’t do that. Not yet.”

“What…will you do?” she panted.

Without warning, he brought the palm of his hand against her ripe cheek—soft, yet enough to make it sting.

His cock swelled. The noise, the feel of flesh, the control…and Meadow…all proved too much.

“Tell me if you like it.”

“I do! Please, Colton!”

He smacked her again. Then again. The pink marks of his fingers stretching over her globe had his cock leaking precum. He took his cock in hand and smeared it over the mark, claiming her in another way.

With no ability to stop now, he plunged his fingers in her core again. Her pussy gripped him. She screamed his name and begged. When he could take it no more, he aimed his cock at her entrance and thrust inside her.

Fuck. Had he just come home?


Chapter Fifteen

Meadow felt Colton’s touch on every inch of her body. He’d loved her hard, yet the moments of extreme tenderness had bonded her even more firmly to him.

Just after midnight, he slipped out of bed. Leaning over her, he kissed her long and deep. Then he left to return to the bunkhouse.

Of course, she knew he made the right call. The other guys would suspect things if he didn’t sleep in his bunk that night.

Long after she heard the door close, Meadow lay there, replaying all the things he’d said and done that night.

Finally, she crawled out of bed and took a shower. Washing away Colton, sent a small pinch of pain to her heart. Besides, she knew without a doubt that Colton would be back in her bed tonight.

After her shower, she caught a sound coming from somewhere in the house. Heart racing, she went to investigate.

Either her lover couldn’t stay away for more than an hour…or her father had returned.

Tiptoeing down the hall, she spotted a sliver of light coming from under her father’s bedroom door. She paused outside it, hand poised to knock. Then she heard the telltale clink of a bottle that told her that he was having a nightcap.

Probably not the best time to disturb him. After traveling, he most likely wanted to slip under the covers and sleep.

But he’d left the light burning in his office.

She moved toward the room, past the living room where dark shapes of heavy leather furniture sat waiting for someone to take some rest and respite after a long day of work.

The office door had been left open a crack. Meadow pushed it open. No one was inside.

She reached for the light switch and stopped. Suddenly feeling the urge to be close to one of her last living family members, she moved to his desk chair and sat down.

The cool leather enveloped her like a hug that never came from the owner. Not tonight.

His desk was a mess, as always. A stack of unopened mail was left on the corner. But a small box had been opened, too tempting to not look inside.

She expected to find some part for a tractor her father ordered that had finally arrived. But was shocked to see a sweatshirt bearing the logo of the Naval Academy that Forest had attended.

Her heart squeezed. Reaching inside, she took out the sweatshirt. Stuffed beneath it was a letter, the pages crumpled. The envelope almost torn in half.

She would recognize Forest’s handwriting anywhere.

Pulse thundering, she stared down at it.

A scuff of a boot on the floor behind her made her whirl. Her gaze landed—not on her father—but on Colton.

Whatever he saw on her face had him rushing to her side. He looked down at the contents of the box too.

“I know what this is. Before ops, we are reminded to write letters home. Just in case.”

Her chest wrenched at the thought that she was looking at the last thoughts her brother had put to paper before he died. Plus the fact that her father had read it.

She withdrew the loose pages and smoothed them before skimming the opening.

“It’s to my father.”

“There are more letters in the box.” Colton’s voice was rough.

Sucking in a breath, she saw her name scrawled in Forest’s angular hand. She slowly reached for it, and two more letters shifted in the stack, allowing her to see one with Ivy’s name as well.

And one for Colton.

With her eyes blurred by tears, she tore open her letter. As she started to read, Colton watched her. Heartache stole her voice.

Around the lump lodged in her throat, she began to read aloud for a second time.

Dear Meadow,

My dear sister, if you are getting this, then you have endured a lot. I am very sorry for it, but please know that I am at peace with what the world had to offer me.

I love you so much. I hope you know that I’ve always felt protective of you and Ivy, but I think you’ll agree that you and I shared a special bond.

Her voice cracked. She struggled. Colton reached for her, but she held up a hand to stay him. If he touched her, she could not go on.

You asked me once if I was trying to hook you up with my friend, Colton Nox.

Her head jerked up, and her eyes clung to his.

“Go on,” he grated out.

Steeling herself, she continued.

Well, I have an answer now.

Yes. Colton is your perfect match. You are fire, and he may seem like ice. But ice can melt. Which means he was designed to keep you from burning down the whole world.

A cry burst out of her. The pages fluttered from her fingers. She stepped up to Colton, throwing her arms around his stiff form. She had her brother’s blessing.

Now she just needed to convince Colton that they were right for each other.

* * * * *

Colton gently moved Meadow a step away from him. Then he twisted toward the door.

“I gotta get out of here.”

Even though he knew that Sean Gracey had come home, and was in the house, he didn’t bother trying to muffle his footsteps as he rushed out.

Meadow ran behind him, her bare feet softly slapping the hardwood. “Colton! Wait!”

He couldn’t. The letter in his hand burned his skin as if it were made of something other than paper.

Hell.

Forest planned for him to be here. He’d sent the letter in the same box addressed to his family.

Like Colton was his family too.

His nostrils burned with tears he refused to let fall. Anger tightened his lips.

Why, goddammit? Tell me why! he raged at his friend silently.

In long strides, he made it to the door and threw it open, heedless of any noise he made. If Gracey came out with a shotgun in hand, Colton would turn and face what was owed him. Someone else’s son in trade for losing his own.

Meadow was right behind him. “Stop!”

He continued on, walking too fast for her to keep up. But he underestimated how long her legs were too, and she planted herself in his path.

Long blonde hair streamed around her narrow shoulders. In the darkness, her eyes were a deep shade of night. “Why are you doing this? What are you running from?”

He swept her aside with a swipe of his arm. She made a choked sound in her throat, but he didn’t turn to see the look on her face as he hurried away.

When he reached the bunkhouse, he stopped at the door, hand braced on the wood, chest heaving. The things Forest said in that letter echoed through his mind. Friendship. Kin.

Jesus Christ. The man thought of him as a brother in all ways. But he was wrong—Colton was not the right man for Forest’s sister. He was no good. Despicable. He couldn’t be there for her. Wasn’t he running from that pain on her face right now?

Nor could he deal with the ranch life. What did an unwanted problem child who’d been tossed into military school before doing a stint in the armed forces know about ranching? Nothing.

He shoved open the door and slammed it behind him loud enough that Dude, who’d fallen asleep on the couch again, jerked awake.

“Oh. Nox. Everything all right, man?”

“Everything’s fine,” he bit off in clipped tones. “Go to your bunk, Dude.”

The door burst open and a ball of blonde fire blasted into the bunkhouse. Meadow stood in the doorway, her eyes shooting bullets. “You’re not getting out of this that easy, Nox.”

Dude scrambled to his feet, looking between them.

“What’s going on here?” Webb’s low voice came from behind Colton.

Fuck. The last thing he needed was that man getting involved.

He tossed a look over his shoulder. “Keep your damn nose out of this, Webb.”

Meadow ignored him too and stepped into the bunkhouse. She walked right up to Colton and jabbed a finger into his chest. “You’re the one who came into my house. You’re the one that—”

Before she could hurl the full accusation at him, Webb barreled between them. He was half-dressed in jeans and no shirt, and his balled fists were a challenge Colton wasn’t going to back down from easy.

He reached around the guy, gripping Meadow by the arm. He dragged her all of two steps outside before one of those curled fists struck him in the middle of the back.

Releasing Meadow, Colton whirled on the guy. The knotted muscles between his shoulder blades tried to keep him from taking a full breath.

“You wanna do this, Webb?”

“Oh yeah.” His drawl was sand and grit. The determination on his face fueled Colton’s anger even more.

“Fine. Let’s see what you got, asshole.” Colton waved his fingers in a come-get-me motion.

“What the hell?” Meadow’s question rang out just as Webb rushed him.

He took the hit the way he’d been taught in hand-to-hand combat training, glancing the impact away from his vitals and tossing Webb off. The man hit the ground and rolled but by the time Colton spun on him for more, Webb was already scrambling up.

“Stop this! Dude, do something!”

“Stay out of this, Dude,” he warned. The guy was young and strong but getting between him and Webb, who was as strong as a bull, would only result in a trip to the emergency room.

Webb shot forward again, fist swinging in an arc toward Colton’s jaw. He ducked the blow and punched the ranch manager in the stomach. The air rushed out of Webb, but even that didn’t slow him down.

He threw himself at Colton, and they hit the ground with a hard thump. Meadow’s screams pierced the air. At the commotion, everyone in the bunkhouse rushed outside to see what was going on.

Webb had some moves, Colton would give him that. Using his forearm, he pinned Colton to the ground by the neck.

“Stop! Zach, stop it! Don’t hurt him!” Meadow danced around them, fingers splayed over her skull.

At the idea that she even thought this man could hurt Colton, he saw red. Blinding fury shattered his control, and through a haze he saw Webb’s look of surprise when he threw him off and wrestled him to the ground.

A shotgun blast rang out. Meadow screamed again, and then she let out a whimper. “Daddy! Don’t do anything stupid.”

Colton released his grip on Webb’s neck and stopped short of slamming his head off the ground. The man seemed more reluctant to unwrap his fingers from Colton’s throat but the boss of the Gracey Ranch had enough sway to make him see reason.

“Get the hell up! Both of you!” Gracey barked.

The odor of bourbon clung to Meadow’s father. His eyes were glazed from it. His mouth somewhat slack.

Meadow stepped forward and put her hand on the steel barrel of the shotgun. “Give me the gun, Daddy.”

Colton glared at her father, daring him to be careless with his daughter when in his cups. He would disarm the man and break his neck so fast, no one would be able to stop him.

No one would hurt Meadow. No one.

Her father swung his head to look at her. The fear on her face rippled into steel, the core strength within her.

“Give me the gun,” she demanded again.

He relinquished it to her, and she quickly broke it open to eject the shells.

Gracey looked between Colton and Webb. “I should send both of you packin’ right now. Fact is, I need both of you to keep the ranch working.” He nodded as if to himself. “More than ever, I need to keep it running.”

That statement didn’t go unheard by Colton. Meadow’s head whipped around, and she studied her father’s face too.

The man said nothing, just walked off back to the house, leaving two ranch hands with a lot more reason to hate each other standing in the yard…and his own daughter, shotgun still in her hands, gaping after him.

Suddenly, Forest’s words to Colton, his entreaty to come to the ranch and keep it afloat, to watch over Meadow meant something completely different. Whatever the hell was going on with the Gracey Ranch, Colton felt the undercurrent like a strong tide sucking at his feet.

Why did he get the feeling it would drag all of them under if he didn’t act soon? If only he knew what he needed to do.


Chapter Sixteen

Meadow poured the strong, black coffee into a white mug with a monogram in gold printed on the front. She walked to the kitchen table and set it in front of her father.

The man had spent the night with the bottle. His slumped shoulders said enough, but when he cracked an eye and she saw the bloodshot state of it, she knew he was hurting.

He looked as if he wanted to say something to her, but only managed to dip his head gingerly one time  in a nod. Then he twisted the mug to grip the handle.

Stopping at the sight of the monogram, he ran a finger over the initial of her mother’s first name. A for Abigail.

More than anything, she wished her mother were here to handle her husband. At the same time, Meadow was glad her mother was spared the pain of losing her only son.

Forest was the only one who could ever handle their father after their mom passed away. For the first time ever, Meadow felt a swell of resentment fill her chest, for him leaving her alone to handle all this.

Only he hadn’t left her alone, had he? He sent Colton to her.

Her stomach bottomed out at thoughts of her lover. What made him return to the house last night? Was he coming back to her bed?

Then he’d discovered her in her father’s office, Forest’s letter in her hand, and after that, everything went to hell.

Walking out on her was a response to finding a letter addressed to him too. But scrabbling on the ground with Webb like a pair of pissed-off dogs was completely unacceptable.

She yanked out the kitchen chair with enough of a scraping noise on the floor to cause her father to wince. Good. Let him suffer.

Let them all suffer.

This morning, fury was her key emotion, not the love she’d felt last night when Colton stared into her eyes while moving inside her. Not the sadness at reading her dead brother’s final words to her.

No. She was furious.

“Did you enjoy your bottle of bourbon last night, Dad?”

He flinched at her cutting words and the loud quality of her voice that rang through the kitchen. With a jolt, she realized this wasn’t even a home anymore. It was just a space filled with appliances and food. What her mother had spent years making into a warm, cozy home for their family had withered the day she took that turn too fast on the icy mountain road.

There was nothing left but memories and a monogrammed mug.

Without a response, her father lifted that mug to his lips and took a sip of coffee. She sat back in her seat, staring at him, so many angry words trapped behind her teeth.

She wanted to scream until her vocal cords were shredded. But it wouldn’t do any good. Her father was beyond hearing.

With a grunt of irritation, she shoved away from the table and stalked out of the kitchen. She walked straight out of the house to the barn. She could ride, but today she didn’t have the patience she needed and feared driving her horse to the point of injury. A dark shadow seemed to have moved over her soul like a giant storm cloud hovering over the ranch, staining everything beneath it black.

She couldn’t fix this family. She could only make herself happy now. But how?

She loved Colton. Whether he would accept her love was another story. She didn’t need to look around to know that he was nowhere to be found. He’d be performing some chore as far away from her as possible.

Unable to contain the angry energy pounding through her veins, she grabbed a broom from the corner of the barn and began sweeping the floor in furious strokes. After ten minutes or so, the task began to settle her mind.

Her mother always cleaned when she was angry, and now Meadow saw those moments as something much more. Again, she wished she could talk to her momma and get her advice about what to do.

Mental clarity was a bitch though. The previous night when she realized she was in love with Colton, she saw a future for them, as bright and shiny as a brass tack against the worn leather of both of their lives to that point.

Now she couldn’t see past their coupling. Hot sex. Anger. Hadn’t their relationship been built on her infuriating him? Was that any way to start off a relationship?

She didn’t even know how he felt. For all she knew, she was completely wrong about those long, tender looks he sent her or how his caresses seemed to have changed between the first spanking he ever gave her and the last.

She stopped sweeping, gripping the broom, staring off into space, lost in reverie about what could only be called lovemaking the previous night.

The loud clunking noise of something metal being dropped somewhere on the ranch made one of the horses shift in its stall. Meadow began to sweep once again.

Then there was her father. Something was odd about his behavior. At first, she thought he was just under stress. Then it became clear that he was staying away from the ranch more and more, using any excuse he could not to come home. Was it so painful for him to be here?

Or was there another reason for those empty alcohol bottles she found shoved deep in the trash bin? She had to get to the bottom of it all. If she wanted to keep the ranch afloat, she had to find the magic that her mother once had.

Using the back of her wrist, she shoved strands of hair off her sweaty forehead. Who was she kidding? She didn’t have what it took to hold this place together—this family together. She should just take off like Ivy and live for herself.

“Three generations can go to hell,” she muttered.

“What was that?”

Irritated by the interruption of her private rant, she threw a glance over one shoulder to see Dude standing a few feet away. Concern drew twin lines between his brows, but he offered her the good-natured smile he was known for.

Of all the people she would want to interrupt her right now, Dude was just about the only one. She was ticked off at her father over his hiding whatever was going on. At Zach for starting the fight with Colton the previous night. And Colton for being…well, an infuriating ass.

Who should be spanking her ass—and kissing her and plunging his tongue inside her aching pussy—instead of pretending they meant nothing to each other.

She probably meant something to him long before he ever came to this ranch.

Dude’s smile dropped. “Everything all right, Meadow?”

Suddenly, thick tears swam in her eyes. She shook her head. “No. All wrong.”

He studied her before coming forward and taking the broom from her hand. He leaned it up against one of the horse stalls. “Can I do anything?”

Again, she shook her head, forcing her tears to recede. “Not a thing. But thank you.”

“It must be hell.”

She jerked her stare up to his. “What must be hell?”

“Having two men love you.”

She didn’t reveal her surprise that Dude had picked up on it. After all, he lived and worked with Zach since he came to the ranch over a year ago. If Colton picked up on Zach’s feelings in a few short days, Dude must have known for a lot longer.

But picking up that Colton loved her was altogether different. The man never uttered more than a few words to her. From what she could tell, he wasn’t even around to follow her with his eyes. So what did Dude see that she didn’t?

She didn’t get a chance to ask, because at that moment, Colton walked into the barn.

He looked straight at her. “I need to talk to you.”

With her heart thundering in her chest, she went to meet him.

What could be serious enough for him to actually come to her?

* * * * *

When he spotted the confusion in Meadow’s eyes, Colton’s stomach dropped. He never cared about being an asshole to women before. They were all one-night stands who meant nothing.

But hurting Forest’s sister made him feel lower than the manure on the bottom of a boot heel.

The urge to touch her, to drag her into his arms—hell, slam his cock into her—damn near stole his mind. He curled his fingers to keep from doing any of those things.

Instead, he twitched his head for her to follow.

Outside, the early morning sunlight had grayed. In the distance, over the mountains a thick gray line of rain moved this direction.

He led her around the barn and continued on to the far end of the training pen. When he leaned his elbows on the top rail of the fence and stared at the dirt, she came to stand at his side.

“Colton.” Her soft tone burrowed under his skin.

Hell, he wanted her more than anything he ever wanted before. That first year of military school, his parents left him there over the holidays, and he thought he’d never want anything more than to go home to his family.

Turned out there was one thing he wanted more.

And she stood at his side, still and silent, waiting to hear what he had to tell her.

“Forest’s letter.”

She moved closer to him, the sleeve of her blue and white plaid shirt brushing his.

He went on, “Forest told me to take the letter seriously because he was asking me to do something serious.”

“What was it?” Her hair fluttered around her beautiful face. A face he wanted to wake up seeing on the pillow beside him for the rest of his days.

He swallowed a lump. “He said it isn’t a small commitment but a lifelong one.” He held her stare. “He wants me to be with you. Same as he told you in your letter.” Before she could speak, he plowed ahead. “He said he admires your drive, your determination. That maybe you have the biggest heart in the Gracey family—the only heart.”

She shook her head.

“But that ever since your momma died, you’ve been an uncontrolled wildfire, Meadow. And Forest needed to know that you’re with someone who can tame that fire. Properly direct it. And help keep you from wrecking everything.”

“How kind of him.”

The corner of his lips twitched at her sarcasm. “What he didn’t say is something I know well.”

Big baby blues stared up at him. “What’s that?”

He couldn’t stop himself from reaching out to stroke the curve of her cheek. “It’s what comes after a fire, Meadow. The rebirth, the regrowth.”

She blinked rapidly. “You mean that in the face of all this tragedy…that it’s time for a transformation.”

He nodded and cupped her cheek. “He wanted me to be with you.”

She let out a hiccup of a sob and leaned into his palm. Unable to wait another second, he swooped in and claimed her mouth.

The tender brush of his lips drew a moan from them both. Then in a fit of that wildness, she threw herself at Colton. He caught her against his chest and reveled in her bruising kisses and the points of her nails in his shoulders as she clawed at him.

“Take me. Here. Now. Anywhere! Just take me, Colton. I need to feel you moving inside me. I need you.”

A primitive growl rumbled through his chest. Cradling her lush ass in his hands, he carried her a few steps, out of the direct view of the rest of the ranch.

For weeks he’d been noticing all these little spots where he could take Meadow without being seen. Unless someone walked right up on them, they would have privacy here.

He kissed her with all the passion coursing through him. His cock hardened even more at the demanding swipe of her tongue through his mouth.

The woman was a princess—no, a queen. She deserved much, much more than to be bent over a rough-hewn fence. She deserved silks and furs. Candlelight and roses. Bubble baths.

But she isn’t asking for any of those things, is she?

She only asked for him.

She clawed off his shirt. Raked her short nails down his spine. He cupped her breast and swiped his thumb across her nipple, causing her to cry out.

When she struggled to remove her top, he helped her. As soon as her warm skin touched his, they shared a sound of longing and hurled themselves into their connection, bringing it to another level.

He felt the shift in her. She probably felt it too.

“I’m done fighting this, Meadow.”

“About time.”

“I want you.”

“Finally figured it out, did ya?”

He gripped her ass hard. “You’re just begging for another spanking.”

She whirled to face the fence. Grinding his hard cock against her ass, he reached for her fly. As soon as he made enough space to sink his hand inside her panties, he slid his fingers inside. No opportunity would be passed by when it came to touching Meadow.

He’d spent all night lying awake in his bunk, alone, aching for the only person in the universe he wanted the same way he wanted to breathe.

As he stroked the damp folds of her pussy, she thrust into his hand.

He pulled out his hand and in one swift move, tugged her jeans and underwear down, exposing her beautiful ass.

Cock throbbing, he caressed her sweet, round curves while one-handedly freeing his cock.

When he fit the thick head at her soaked opening, he settled his lips at her ear. “You. Are. Mine.”

She made a soft noise, and in one hard shove, he filled her.

Claimed her.

Her clenching heat blinded him to his surroundings. The ranch could be under siege. They could be getting shelled for all he knew. His only thought was filling this woman with every ounce of love he felt for her.

When her pussy tightened in rhythmic pulsations, he took her earlobe between his teeth and let go of all restraint. Jets of cum showered her pussy.

Pleasure stole over him, his senses so heightened.

Then she said something that changed everything.

“I love you, Colton. I love you.” A final shiver rolled up and down her spine. Where he gripped her by one hip, she covered his hand with her own and meshed their fingers in a united front.

From this moment forward, where she was, Colton would be. From now on…they fought together.

He just didn’t know how close the war really was.


Chapter Seventeen

Meadow smoothed her fingers over the blue bruise on Colton’s back. “This is where Zach hit you.”

He turned his head to look at her from the corner of his eye. “Don’t worry about it. It doesn’t hurt.”

She stretched her fingers over his warm flesh. The muscles flexed under her touch. “I’m sure he hurts much more from what you did to him. But I wish you two wouldn’t fight.”

He let out a sigh. “You feel loyalty to him because of what he’s done around here.”

“I do. Just like all the other guys.” The silence of her bedroom enclosed them in a private cocoon. When he’d climbed through her window in the wee hours of the morning, she’d held out her arms in welcome.

He slipped right into her bed, and the rest was a warm melding of mouths and soft moans.

She wrapped her arms around him from behind and rested her head on the hard planes of his back. “Everyone knows about us. It won’t be long before Dad finds out.”

He grunted. “I don’t actually care what he thinks.”

She pulled back in surprise. “You sound…angry with him.”

“I am.” Colton’s forceful tone made her circle him to look up at his handsome face. His rugged features were set. His jaw tense and his dark eyes glimmering with barely-restrained anger.

“Talk to me, Colton.” She set a palm on his chest.

“He hasn’t been here for you.”

She couldn’t argue with that. “He’s been hurting for a long time. I don’t blame him for not caring.”

“You’ve been hurting too, Meadow. And alone with it all.”

She felt the need to defend her father. After all, he wasn’t a bad person. Just absent. “He still runs the ranch operations. Gives orders to Zach about what needs done.”

Colton grunted. It seemed to be the only response he was capable of giving.

She slipped her arms around his neck. “I appreciate you defending me.”

His throat worked. “I don’t know how to operate any other way.”

The man was a protector through and through. While the thought of him coming to her rescue left her a bit breathless, she was strong too. Strong enough to stand beside him and fight.

Their gazes locked. For a dizzying moment, she drown in those dark eyes, so full of shadows but light too. Small sparks seemed to burn like candles lighting up the night sky each time he looked at her.

She leaned against him. “I never knew I could have this.”

His arms came around her. He yanked her off her feet and turned for her bed again. When he lay her down, and covered her with his body, a hard banging on her door had it rattling the frame.

In one swift, tactical move, Colton leaped off her and turned for the door, hands fisted at his sides. She saw one hand twitch toward his spine, reaching for a sidearm he used to carry there.

Bounding to her feet, she grabbed for the clothes she’d stripped off him earlier that night. “It must be Daddy! You have to go!” She thrust the clothes at him.

He looked into her eyes for a split second before nodding. In the next heartbeats, he was out the window. She heard nothing as he dropped to the ground and probably took off running.

“Meadow, open up!” Her father’s angry tone sent her hurrying faster.

She grabbed for her robe and bundled it around herself, tying the belt. When she flung open the door, her father stood there swaying.

Meadow’s hand fluttered to her chest, hoping she didn’t wear the marks of Colton’s roughness with her. A roughness she relished—craved.

“What’s wrong?” She swept her gaze over her father’s red face. A vein bulged in his forehead.

“Did you touch the box on my desk?”

Her brows pinched. “I saw it open on your desk.”

“Did you take anything?” His words were slurred, either from alcohol or anger. Either way, her father never talked to her like this. He didn’t spout harsh words—he just ignored her.

She pulled her robe tighter around herself. “I took the letter with my name on the envelope. And one with Colton’s on it too. I left your letter there.”

His mouth opened and closed. A darker red flush crossed his face.

Then he clutched his chest and dropped to the floor.

Meadow screamed and fell to her knees next to him. “Dad! Dad, are you okay? What’s wrong? Oh god, are you having a heart attack?” She touched his face and felt it was cold and clammy in sharp contrast to the deep red—growing purple—spread of color over his skin.

“Oh god! You’re not all right! Colton!” She hollered as loud as she could, hoping her voice would carry through her still open window and reach him.

But she couldn’t wait for him to come running. She lurched to her feet and found her phone on her bedside table where she left it every night.

After unlocking it, she yelled for the voice assistant to dial 911. Then she rushed back to her father’s aid.

Hands shaking, she lay two fingers against his throat, over his pulse. It was weak—tripping in an odd, thumping fashion that could not be okay.

The 911 operator came on the line, and Meadow followed all her directions to stabilize her father until the ambulance arrived.

A tear dripped from her eye. “Stay with me, Dad. Don’t leave me all alone. You’re pretty much all I’ve got left in my family!”

Where was Colton? She wrapped her arms around herself and rocked on her knees, pain tearing at her chest like knives. If she lost her father, she and Ivy would be the last Graceys standing. And her sister might as well be gone too.

When the whoop of a siren sounded, her heart leaped into her throat. Then she heard footsteps as someone entered the house. Had the medics arrived?

Suddenly, one burst into her room, taking up the entire doorway the way only one man in her life could.

Colton looked around wildly. When he set eyes on Meadow kneeling on the floor next to her father, his face didn’t reveal his concern.

In fact, relief washed over his features. What would put that look on his face? Did he think she was in need of an ambulance?

“Help me! I think he’s having a heart attack!”

He landed on his knees beside her. “The ambulance is coming up the driveway. God, Meadow. Why didn’t you call me to come back?”

Her father let out a low groan.

They both turned their attention to the man lying there fighting for his life.

“Just lie still, Mr. Gracey. Try to breathe slowly. The medics are right outside.”

The next few minutes were chaos as they stabilized her father enough to transport him. Meadow stood back, shaking in Colton’s arms and watching her father being strapped to a stretcher.

So many fears ran through her head. What if he didn’t make it? How would she ever go on? Another generation of Graceys down, leaving only her and a sister who refused to come home to…well, whatever pieces were left.

Twisting her face into Colton’s chest, Meadow let out a soft sob. “Who is going to be here for me now?”

“Your father will. He’s not going to die, Meadow.” He took her chin in his hand and lifted her face to meet his stare. “And I’ll be here for you, goddammit. I’m not leaving your side. I told you once before, and I meant what I said. You are mine.”

* * * * *

Colton held the truck door for Meadow. She crossed the driveway quickly, head ducked, shoulders hunched.

She looked broken. And it gutted him.

When she got to the truck, he reached for the long strap of the duffel slung over her shoulder. After they loaded her father into the back of the ambulance, she’d taken off for her father’s room to gather some of his things. The way she muttered off a list to herself, saying that her daddy would want this or that, broke Colton’s heart too.

There were very few people left on earth who could earn that kind of concern from him. A few military buddies he’d served with…and Meadow.

She tilted her head up, looking at him with those huge, beautiful eyes.

Wordlessly, he took the bag from her and tossed it into the back of the truck. After she settled in the seat, he leaned in to brush his lips between her furrowed brows. Under his lips, he felt them pucker more.

“I caused this.”

He drew back, shaking his head. “No.” He almost said that he saw it coming with her father—the man was up to more than he was letting on. While he didn’t know what it was yet, Forest had suspected it too. Sharing his thoughts with Meadow—now—wouldn’t help ease her guilt or worry.

He cradled her cheek. “Let’s get to the hospital.”

As he closed the door, he spotted the ranch hands gathered outside, talking quietly. Zach’s stare followed Colton, but he ignored the guy. Whatever the ranch manager had to say about Sean Gracey’s heart attack would only upset Meadow.

Giving them a nod, Colton climbed behind the wheel and shot down the driveway. The blue lights of the clock on the dash revealed the late hour. Three a.m. Darkness swallowed the vehicle, only penetrated by the white beams of the headlights.

Reaching out, he settled a hand over Meadow’s where it rested on her thigh. Her skin was cool, her fingers lax, as if she couldn’t even muster the strength to react to his touch.

“I know you’re really upset, baby. But know that I’m here for you—whatever happens.”

A quiet sob tore from her. She bowed her head and for several moments, succumbed to her tears. He located a tissue in the console and passed it to her. She took it and mopped her eyes and nose.

“I’ve lost everyone, Colton. I can’t lose him too.”

“I know.”

She jerked her head to pierce him in her gaze. “You don’t know! You didn’t lose your parents and your brother.”

Falling still, he contemplated her claim. “That’s where you’re wrong. I’m not downplaying your pain—not at all. But my parents gave up on me when I was young and sent me away, to be raised by people they paid. I might as well have been alone. And the people I did accept into my world—a family I claimed as mine…”

He trailed off, struggling.

“Go on.” Her soft tone urged him with a note of compassion.

His throat seemed to bulge around the lump in it. “Forest was my brother too, Meadow.”

Her fingers fastened on his, and she clung to him the rest of the drive to the hospital.

When they reached the building, Colton took a page from Meadow’s book and parked in a spot designated for personnel only. She gave him a pointed glance but said nothing.

When they located the front desk and asked about her father’s condition, they were directed to a waiting room.

Colton took a seat next to Meadow and leaned forward with his elbows braced on his knees. He despised this kind of thing. While he’d never gone with a friend to the hospital, he’d carried plenty to safety. Something he never forgot was the feel of another man’s blood seeping through his own clothes.

Meadow seemed beside herself, leaning back in her chair and staring at the ceiling, then folding in half and dropping her face into her hands before repeating the cycle.

When he could stand her torment no more, he drew her into his lap. She curled against his chest and he tucked her head beneath his chin.

“Did you mean what you said about me, Colton?”

He brushed his lips over her hair. “What part?”

“About me being yours.”

He squeezed her closer. “You are mine. You belong to me. I think I knew it before I ever got off that plane.”

She shivered in his hold. At that moment, the nurse came in and looked at them wrapped in each other’s arms. “The doctor would like to speak with you, Miss Gracey. If you’ll follow me.”

Meadow jumped up. Colton started to follow, and the nurse held up a hand. “Family only. I’m sorry.”

“He is family.” Meadow’s blunt statement stopped any further argument, and the nurse led them down a hallway to the emergency area. Blue curtains hung between each patient bed, making Colton wonder which one held Meadow’s father, or if they’d taken him to another part of the hospital.

A doctor with a balding ring of hair and intelligent eyes met them. “I’m Doctor Rossi. I’ve been taking care of your father.”

“How is he? Is he all right?” Meadow’s voice got higher with strain.

“He’s stable, but not for long if we don’t intervene. Your father needs emergency heart bypass surgery.”

Her hand fluttered to her lips. “Oh no.”

Colton banded his arm around her waist, anchoring her to his side, lending her his strength. What he needed her to know more than ever was that she was not alone. He would be here for her as long as she needed.

He would be here forever.

“Will Mr. Gracey be all right?” Colton asked the doctor.

The doctor turned his attention to him. Colton’s chest burned. He recognized that look on the doctor’s face. He didn’t need to tell them that he held out little hope of Gracey surviving the surgery to save his life.

A heartbeat passed between them. Colton gave the doctor a nod of comprehension and drew Meadow tighter against his side.

In the flower of their love for each other, tragedy could change everything. He didn’t know how Meadow would take losing another family member. She could retreat deep inside herself and refuse to let him in.

He couldn’t allow that to happen. He would save the ranch and save her from herself if it came to that.

“Make no mistake, Miss Gracey. Your father is a very sick man. We’re going to do our best to save him.”

At that moment, one of the curtains whipped back. Two nurses wheeled a bed out and a third trotted behind pushing equipment that the man in the bed was hooked to.

“Daddy!” Meadow tore away from Colton’s side and rushed to her father. He lay still and pale. She grabbed his hand that wasn’t full of IV tubes and leaned down to kiss where it lay on the white sheet.

The sight sent a pang straight to Colton’s heart. She loved her father so much—and Colton loved her.

He turned to the doctor. “Save him. I’m not asking you—I’m telling you.”


Chapter Eighteen

Meadow stepped out of the shower into the steam-filled bathroom. She didn’t even get a chance to reach for the thick towel on the rack before Colton wrapped one around her.

She stood on the bathmat, letting him pat her skin dry and gently squeeze the water from her hair.

She felt like a zombie. After hours and hours spent in the hospital, waiting for news on her father, nothing about her life felt real anymore. She felt as if she were in a movie, just going through the script, repeating lines she memorized long ago.

Colton’s dark eyes loomed in front of hers. Concern pinched his dark brows together. The rugged lines of his features were drawn with worry too.

With all the tenderness in the world, he fastened the towel around her damp body and led her out of the bathroom to the bed.

A cold chill ran up and down her spine. Or it could be the reaction of a nervous system that had seen pain and grief twice before. Was she just clinging to hope when all was actually lost? Maybe she should start mourning her father now.

Colton helped her into bed and pulled the blankets up to her chin. When he perched on the edge of the mattress next to her, she realized he wasn’t joining her.

His eyes blazed as he stroked the hair off her forehead. Then he started to get up.

She grabbed his arm. “Aren’t you staying?”

“I’ve got chores. I need to check on things.”

Of course. Between the pain and haze of all that happened, it slipped her mind that the animals didn’t stop needing tended to even when things got tough.

He leaned over her, hand braced beside her body. “Try to sleep, love. I’ll come check on you.”

She crumpled the front of his shirt in her hand, clinging to him. “Before you go, I need to know how you feel about me, Colton. I need to know that someone in this world cares about me.”

Hovering closer, he searched the depths of her eyes. “I care about you, Meadow. I’m here for you…because I love you.”

Her eyes fluttered closed on his words. He planted a kiss on her lips and left before she opened them again.

Curled up in bed, her mind was far from tired. It raced with things to do—things that she should be doing.

Maybe she should get up and go work with the guys. Giving the barn a good scrubbing or pitching hay into a loft would tire her out fast and give her brain something else to dwell on besides whether or not her father would make it through the next crucial hours.

Suddenly, she sucked in a gasp, bolting upright in bed. Ivy. Her sister didn’t know what happened.

Making a grab for her phone, Meadow was already formulating what she’d say to her sister.

First, she shot off a text to her. The past few she sent had gone unanswered. Of course, Meadow didn’t have much of importance to tell her sister. She talked about her horse or how she saw an old friend of Ivy’s down at Badlands. What was there to say?

Thumbs hovering over the screen, she considered her words. Choosing them carefully was very important. She didn’t want to send her sister into hysterics, but this was urgent.

In the end, she just told her that their father had a heart attack and he had a bypass surgery.

Call me as soon as you get this. I love you.

When she lay back down, she set her phone on the pillow next to her and waited for the buzz of an incoming message. She didn’t even know what city her sister was currently visiting. Or what time zone she was in. She could be anywhere from Munich to Madrid.

Several minutes passed with no response.

In those minutes, Meadow envied her sister so much. She was out there in the world, enjoying herself, blessedly oblivious to more tragedy befalling their family.

They seemed to be falling one by one. Would she be next? When would this all end?

* * * * *

With soft steps, aware that cowboy boots were just as noisy on hard floors as steel-toe combat boots, Colton stole down the hall to Sean Gracey’s office.

The door was partly shut. The inside dim with shadows. When he pushed the door open, he scanned the space.

The blinds had been pulled shut against the bright summer day. And the place looked to have been tossed.

Desk drawers were open with the contents rifled through. In some cases, papers spilled out of them. The box that arrived containing Forest’s items and final letters to his family was upended on the desk and the box abandoned on the floor.

The cardboard was mashed, as though Gracey had stomped on it in a fit of rage.

Colton was no investigator, but he was smart enough to put two and two together. By his guess, Gracey had become distraught by something he discovered in that box—or in his own letter from Forest.

Quietly, Colton began searching the havoc on the desk. Touching items that had to do with his lost friend made him breathe hard and fast. If Gracey experienced the same, no wonder he fell victim to a heart attack.

After sifting through the few papers left in the box, he faltered at the sight of his friend’s handwriting on a few sheets of paper. He had to put them in order before he could read Forest’s letter to his father.

The familiar scrawl tore at his heart—but his words did far worse.

They wrecked him.

Words a son should never say to a father, accusing him of abandoning the family in the years following their mother’s death. Of ignoring Meadow to the point of abuse and criminal neglect. Ivy only got attention because she was young and demanded it. But Meadow was left on her own to deal with her grief and to cry it out on the neck of whatever horse she was training.

Fuck—just fuck. Colton could barely stand the images Forest painted of their life.

Then he read a line that turned his blood ice cold.

If you think I don’t know what you’ve done to run our family’s ranch—and good name—into the ground, you’re wrong, Father.

Colton needed to hide this letter from Meadow. In time, he would show it to her, but not today, or this week, or even this year, more than likely. She needed time to process all that happened. She was in a vulnerable state, and he was damn well going to shield her from more heartache.

He folded the letter and stuffed it in his back pocket. Then he went outside to start the ranch chores that he told Meadow must be done.

No sooner did he reach the front porch than all hell seemed to break loose. Men started running. A loud ATV engine started up and then zoomed out across the field in front of him.

Raising a hand, Colton shielded his eyes from the glaring sun blazing down on him. As he looked on, the ranch hands were running hell-bent for the back pasture. From here, he could see no reason for their alarm, but there must be something.

He took off in a sprint for the paddock. There, he grabbed the only horse there and swung onto its unsaddled back. He’d never ridden bareback before, and he struggled to hang on, but he had powerful thighs and determination of steel.

“Yah!” He spurred the horse toward the open gate. As it ran, he slipped on its soft coat, nearly toppling off the side before he wrenched himself upright again.

The drum of hooves deafened him until he neared the spot where some of the men were standing around a black hump on the ground. Then he could hear their shouts.

Was he the only one who noticed how the fence had been broken in one part, as if somebody drove a truck through it? Or how the pasture was empty, the cattle nowhere to be seen?

As he neared the group, he saw what they were clustered around. The black hump on the ground was a dead horse.

What was a horse doing all the way out here in the cow pasture?

Fuck! It wasn’t just any horse—it was the one Meadow had been working so long and hard to train. Jewel. The one worth a goddamn fortune for its bloodline that could be carried on once they found the perfect match for it to reproduce.

He slowed his mount enough to leap off. Landing hard on his feet, he bent his knees to absorb the shock of the drop. Slowly, he approached the animal. When he saw what someone did to it, his stomach twisted into a harsh knot. Bile rushed up his throat.

Dude jerked his head to the side, face pinched with horror. “Jesus Christ. Who would do this to one of the animals? What sick fucker would do this at all?”

Zach Webb looked up at Colton. In that moment, he realized they might be enemies…but they were united on this front, on this ranch. Right now, they were fighting on the same side.

But what the fuck were they fighting?


Chapter Nineteen

Meadow really had to get off this ranch. She was losing it, obsessively checking her phone for word from Ivy. Nothing had come in since the last time she checked, thirty minutes before.

Damn her sister. Where was she? Her carefree sibling spent her entire life flitting from one thing to another. In her childhood, she loved ponies, was going to raise them to sell at auction.

Then she decided she loved dogs more and raising them was the way to go, which accounted for a litter living in the laundry room for months before their father was able to sell them off.

After that, Ivy hopped from one hobby to another—painting, volleyball, softball. The basement of the house still had closets full of the equipment their parents spoiled her with for her latest obsession.

Now Ivy was hopping from place to place enjoying herself while Meadow was left here to pick up the broken pieces. As always.

She whirled and stomped back across her room, grumbling curses under her breath. When it came to Ivy, her annoyance was at an all-time high.

Worse was the overwhelming crush, of carrying the ranch alone.

I’m not alone, she reminded herself every time the weight threatened to shove her face in the dirt.

She had the ranch workers, all very knowledgeable and skilled. And her father was still alive. She had to think positive—he just needed time to heal, and in the meantime, his mind was still sound enough to offer advice about the ranch operations.

She had Colton.

He was new to ranching—he didn’t know even a portion of what he needed to in order to keep them afloat, but he was quick.

Meadow would need to study up on the ranch operations too. She’d spent most of her time working with the horses and knew little about invoices or negotiating for better feed prices.

Again, damn her sister for leaving this all to her. Raking her fingers through her hair, she spun and took off pacing the other direction. For days since her father collapsed right here in her bedroom, she had been wearing a path in the hardwood planks.

Three days had passed since that terrible night. If she didn’t reach Ivy soon, the crisis would either be over and she’d have missed it entirely—which was so unfair and exactly like her.

Or Meadow would bury her father and tell Ivy after the fact.

Issuing a low groan, Meadow snatched up her phone with the intention of calling her sister—for what? The three hundredth time at least.

She stopped and smacked a palm off her forehead. Why hadn’t she thought of it before?

She could email her. Whether or not she even answered emails these days was anyone’s guess, but she had to try.

Quickly, she shot off a short note about their father’s condition and asked Ivy to get in touch with her ASAP. Then she tossed her phone on the bed and abandoned her pacing to rifle through her closet for something comfortable to wear today. Sitting in rigid hospital chairs day in and day out required clothes that didn’t squeeze her waist, and now was not the time to care about her appearance.

She grabbed a pair of loose boyfriend-style jeans and a T-shirt that she’d stolen from Forest years and years ago. The cozy, brotherly feel of it wrapped her in the hug she could use from him right now.

She topped the ensemble with a sweater she could remove if she got too warm, but hospitals were known for being chilly.

After drawing her hair up into a messy bun, she was ready to spend another day visiting her father in ICU. The long hours were spent between sitting at his bedside, holding his hand and praying for his recovery, and long hours of boredom slumped in the waiting room, watching bad daytime TV and waiting for the next time she was allowed in to see him.

Damn Ivy for leaving this all to me, she fumed again. Was she being petty? No, she was not. Her sister should be here.

She grabbed her phone again and checked email on the off chance her sister already responded. Of course, she hadn’t.

Biting her bottom lip, she stowed her phone in her back pocket and walked out of her room. The house rang with silence—a reverberating gong that left her feeling even lonelier than ever.

Part of her wished she could take some time for herself. Before Colton came to the ranch, she dedicated most of her time to her horse, Jewel. Over the past few days, she’d neglected her horse sorely. If Jewel wasn’t receiving the training she needed to stay sharp, at least she was getting daily exercise thanks to the ranch hands.

There was also her deep need to spend time with Colton. He was so busy picking up the slack around here that she hadn’t seen nearly enough of him. He came to her at night, not bothering to sneak in through the window, and slipped into her bed.

But they hadn’t made love since the day of her father’s heart attack. Colton simply held her. And while she loved it and appreciated the comfort his arms offered…she missed his touch.

Was he being kind to her under the circumstances, thinking she didn’t want to be touched that way? Made love to? Because she did.

As soon as she reached her truck, she paused, looking around for Colton or one of the guys.

The ranch may as well be a ghost town. The silence out here was a different sort than the house, but no less daunting. Almost frightening. The soft whisper of the mountain wind was always a companion to anybody who lived on the Gracey…but it left her feeling hollow.

Her mother and brother would never return, but she hoped with all her heart that her father and sister would.

She took a few steps toward the barn, thinking of stroking Jewel’s mane and talking softly to her, grounding herself for a few minutes before going to the hospital. Her mare was always the best listener.

Or maybe she’d find Colton in the barn, performing some chore. What she wouldn’t give to spend the day in his arms rather than at the hospital.

But her father needed to know somebody was there for him, as he hadn’t been for her.

Mind made up, she returned to her truck and climbed behind the wheel. The drive through Eden resurrected a lot of memories. Of coming here as a big, happy family.

Whenever the five of them went out, people stopped her father to talk. Her mom was well-loved by the shopkeepers and the wives of neighboring ranchers. When she passed away, they’d come in droves, bearing casseroles that had kept the family in food for weeks.

As Meadow passed a playground, she turned her head to look. A couple kids were on the swings, swaying back and forth and talking. Countless times, she and Ivy had done the same. She and Forest were always closest, but she and Ivy had their moments of sisterly bonding. What happened?

Then Meadow drove past and next thing she knew, she was staring at Badlands. The establishment was closed this time of day, but she wasn’t surprised to see the owner’s vehicle in front of the distillery. She worked hard on her family business…and Meadow wasn’t putting in enough devotion to her own.

Determination washed through her. She would step up. Whether her father recovered or not, she was going to do more to keep the ranch prospering for a fourth generation.

That made a shiver run through her—the fourth generation would be her children.

At this moment, her love for Colton was so strong that she couldn’t imagine being with anybody else, even if they were just starting off together, getting to know each other’s strengths and even their weaknesses.

The loss that brought them together—and now fighting for much more—didn’t seem fair. They deserved a better chance at love.

And she wanted to explore more with Colton. She had a strong suspicion that those heated spankings he gave her were only the beginning of a wild sex life and a string of steamy nights of blazing passion.

A tingle of awareness spread through her, and she took the reprieve from thinking about her father for the rest of the drive to the hospital.

Spending the next few hours at his bedside, holding his hand and talking even when he couldn’t respond, wore her down. The nurse suggested she step out and take a break, and she felt guilty for needing one at all.

When she slunk to the waiting room and grabbed her usual coffee from the station in the corner, the strains of a game show she’d watched way too many times this week drifted through the room.

Each day was beginning to blend into the others. How much longer was she going to be here doing this? The doctors assured her that her father was making small improvements on a daily basis. She hated feeling as if she were being selfish, the brat Colton had considered her to be. That she was when he first came.

When it was finally time for her to leave, she drove home in silence without even the company of the radio. Again, the ranch seemed barren. Colton was nowhere to be seen…and she wanted to see him so damn bad.

Maybe he’d abandoned her like all the others.

Well, she still had her horse.

She strode to the barn with purpose, the fresh tang of hay in her nose. They’d cut one of the fields today and small bales had already been loaded onto the big truck to be stored for the season. Hay didn’t wait on sick owners.

She rounded the corner to enter the barn, and bowled right into Zach.

“Oh!” She almost fell over, struggling to get back the air he’d knocked out of her with his big chest.

He steadied her by the shoulder. “Sorry, Meadow. Everything all right?”

“Yes. I was just going to see Jewel.”

He gave her a look devoid of expression—odd even for a hard man like Zach Webb. It was on the tip of her tongue to ask what was going on when Colton’s voice sounded from behind her.

“What’s going on here?”

A shiver ran down her spine, and she turned to him, feeling the breath hit her lungs like the only thing she needed in the world.

She looked up into the eyes of the only man who could distract her from the hell she was living through.

Without a care for what Zach thought of her being with Colton, she stepped up to him and threw her arms around his neck. Clinging to him and gathering what strength she needed to go on fighting for another day, another hour.

* * * * *

Over Meadow’s head, Colton threw a glare at Webb. That was too damn close. For days they’d been trying to think up a way to break it to Meadow that someone had brutally killed her horse.

The guys argued that Meadow was strong and they should just tell her.

Colton wanted to hand over the bastard who was responsible. Between locating the scattered herd, the constant chores and watching over Meadow, Colton didn’t have many leads. And the small-town police station was no help at all—which proved to him that he needed to take matters into his own hands.

If Colton knew anything, it was how to fight, and fight dirty. No one was going to cause any more pain to the woman he loved.

Webb narrowed his eyes at Colton. When he cupped Meadow’s head to his chest, the ranch manager looked away.

“C’mon,” he said softly to her.

Taking her by the shoulders, he turned her back toward the house, away from the barn where she wouldn’t find her horse waiting for her.

As they strolled over the thick grass, across a bit of gravel driveway, to the front porch, she was silent. What worried him more today than the previous one was how she let him lead her like a child.

She put her trust in him…but was it misplaced?

After all, Colton had taken on the task of looking out for her. That included everything important to her. When it came to her horse and her father, he hadn’t done so well.

Inside the house, she dropped her keys into a basket by the door. He turned her to face him, but she didn’t meet his stare. Using a knuckle beneath her chin, he drew her face upward. One look at her wan expression and the dark circles under each of her eyes revealed just how much the situation was wearing on her.

“When did you eat last?”

His question took a long time for her to answer. After a full minute, she shook herself. “I had coffee at the hospital.”

“That’s not food, love. Come on. Let me fix you something.”

She allowed him to take her by the hand and lead her to the kitchen. Though this was not his house, and he didn’t know where everything was, he felt no awkwardness at all about taking charge.

He urged her onto a stool at the counter and set about preparing her a meal.

As he ducked his head to scour the refrigerator for ideas on what to make, she said, “Are you going to eat with me?”

He threw her a glance. “I guess so.”

“I’ll only eat if you have some too.”

He spotted the deli meat and cheese in the drawer. “Sandwiches it is.”

She issued a low laugh, faint but one that warmed him by the sound. It had been only days since Meadow went silent. But he’d noticed. It worried the hell out of him. He knew too well what was happening to her—after so many tragedies, she was preparing herself for another hit.

He’d seen it among SEALs in his squadron, how they shut down, quit engaging for fear of getting close to someone who might fall in battle.

Meadow was waiting for the other shoe to drop.

With quick movements, he laid out all the sandwich fixings on the counter. Then he looked around. “Bread?”

She pointed at a basket in the corner.

After fetching it, he located two plates and began to throw together sandwiches with two kinds of meat and cheese, thinly sliced onion and tomato, and topped both with lettuce.

“Mayo or mustard?”

She lifted her gaze to his. At one look, his heart flexed with love. Dammit, he had no idea how it happened so fast. Maybe he got hooked on Meadow long before he ever came to the ranch. Hell, maybe even before Forest took that hit.

She clung to his stare, blue eyes wide and filled with ghosts but something else…something that resembled a glimmer of hope.

“Mayo please.”

She still had him under her spell, but he pulled his attention away long enough to make the addition to her sandwich and then pushed it across the counter to her.

“Thank you.”

“Of course. What would you like to drink?”

“I’ll have a soda.”

He crossed the tiled kitchen to the fridge and grabbed two sodas. As he returned to Meadow’s side, he realized just how normal this all felt.

How right.

Together, they tucked into their humble meals. After she finished, leaving only a few crumbs on the dish, he offered her a smile. “Feel better?”

With a small tilt of her lips, she nodded.

“Now let’s get you into bed.”

The pink flush climbing her cheeks was fucking adorable. It also made him hard as hell.

For days, he’d been struggling not to claim her the way his body urged him to. To allow her the time and space to process the heavy weight of the situation she was dealing with.

Truth was, he didn’t know how much longer he could be a gentleman.

The dark tendrils of lust had been crawling through his core every time he thought about Meadow. Her beauty was only part of her allure. Her naughty side added to it, but it wasn’t all of who Meadow Gracey was either.

She was so much deeper.

She was his.

When she climbed off the stool and held out a hand to him, he saw the passion in the plump set of her lips and the tilt of her head.

Slipping his hand into hers, he walked alongside her to her bedroom.

They didn’t make it two steps inside the room before she was in his arms, her mouth on his.

A low groan rumbled up his throat, raw and unchecked. With a swipe of his tongue, he tasted her. Her natural sweetness and the soda she’d drank hit his senses, along with underlying notes of desire.

She wound her arms around his neck, and flattened her breasts against his chest, rubbed her hips against the bulge in his jeans, as she kissed and kissed him.

He had to stop. She didn’t need him in her bed—she needed rest and reprieve.

Slowly, he inched away from her and took a step back.

She advanced on him, giving him a once-over like he was a delicious steak and she, a hungry predator.

“Colton…don’t you want me?”

“Fuck, baby. More than anything.”

“Then don’t try to deny me. I need you more than ever.”

Her quiet tone, so filled with desire and the notes of pure love, edged under his skin and into his mind. It penetrated his soul.

Reaching out, he snagged her around the waist and yanked her against him again. A soft moan of desire exploded from her, and she went on tiptoes to capture his mouth.

As she nibbled his lips, he ran his hands upward from her waist to cup her breasts. The tips sharpened beneath his palms, through the layers of her top and bra.

Lifting her, he turned for the bed. He lowered her to the mattress, and his body between her legs. She wrapped her ankles around his back and rocked into his erection.

“Take me, Colton! I need you so bad.” She skidded her palms down his abs to his belt. Popping the buckle, she looked into his eyes, holding his gaze while she breached his fly.

With a groan, he dropped his lips to her throat and sucked at the tender flesh behind her ear. When she grasped his cock in her silky-soft hand, he issued a groan.

She pumped his cock once, from root to tip. The bead of precum she milked from him didn’t last long because she swiped her thumb over the tip and spread it over the throbbing head.

“Jesus Christ, baby. I need inside you.”

“Then take me. Now. Fill me with your cock!”

Two pumps and he’d be a goner. No way was he leaving her without pleasure.

He kissed her with all the force of his desire. Only when she was gasping for air did he let up—and strip her.

When she was naked in the middle of the bed, he went down between her legs and settled his tongue in her slick folds.

A sharp cry escaped her. She dug her fingers into his hair and twisted the strands as he lapped a path from bottom to top, circling her clit in a slow, lazy motion before delving his tongue in her soaking wet entrance again.

Her hips bucked in his palms. Her pussy walls gripped at his tongue. As he felt the tension in her muscles grow, he doubled his efforts. Licking her clit in slick sweeps, he plunged two fingers deep in her core.

She screamed his name and thrust upward into his lips, tongue, fingers. Her breathing hitched. Stopped.

Then she came in pounding rocks of her hips. Her pussy squeezed hard, and he trapped her clit between his lips and sucked while she shook apart for him.

A final cry blasted from her. Lifting his head, he watched bliss crisscross her beautiful features. God, he could love her like this hourly and not get tired of it…of her.

Never before had Colton dreamed of thinking about settling down with one woman, let alone spending the rest of his life with her.

But as he slowly, gently, brought Meadow down from her orgasm, he looked into the blue of her eyes and knew, beyond a stroke of doubt, that she was his for the rest of his days.


Chapter Twenty

The glow of Colton’s tanned skin in the glow of lamplight was something Meadow couldn’t look away from. She traced a finger along the point of light on his chiseled shoulder, down to his hard pec.

When she circled her fingertip in a loop around his nipple, he lay his hand over hers.

She leaned onto one elbow, rippling with amusement. “Is the big, tough former Navy SEAL…ticklish?”

He applied pressure to her hand.

“You are!”

“Woman.” The word came out as a warning.

“Mmm. Let’s try this instead.” She ducked her head to his chest and delivered a slow lick to his nipple.

A growl bubbled in his throat, and he pressed a palm against her nape, pinning her in place.

Laving his nipple led to tasting the rest of him.

All of him.

When she brushed her lips across his swollen cock head, she looked up into his eyes.

“Fuck, baby!”

With another noise of want, she took him in her mouth. The velvet steel slipping along her tongue, tasting of both of them, had her squeezing her thighs together in pleasure. She never knew loving someone this way would feel so good. So right.

She wanted to hear him moan her name over and over again, until he was hoarse with it.

Setting out to get what she wanted, she drew his hard length into the back of her throat. A low moan drifted past his lips. He gathered her hair off her face and watched as she sucked his cock deep before gliding off the length again.

“Hell. God. Fuck!” His disjointed grunts spurred her to keep going. She drew off his erection, keeping just the mushroomed head between her lips.

“I’m going to blow in that pretty mouth of yours if you don’t—ah!” He fisted his hands in her hair, pulling the mass, igniting Meadow.

She wrapped her hand around the base of his cock and jacked him into her mouth while sucking him deep, then shallow. Soon she found the rhythm that had his hips jerking off the bed and him burying his cock in the back of her throat.

A heady power overtook her. She wanted him to let go for her—to show him exactly who he belonged to as much as he’d owned her a few minutes before when she splintered on his hot tongue.

He rocked his hips upward. On a low grunt that turned into a roar, he began to spurt. Meadow swallowed fast, taking every drop, closing her eyes on the feel of him and the taste of the man she loved.

When he collapsed to the bed, arm flung out and the other hand tangled in her hair, she slowly released him and crawled up his body.

His almost black eyes burned into hers. “Give me your mouth. I have to taste myself on you.”

A whimper bubbled past her lips as she let him claim her mouth in a kiss to end all kisses.

If the house went up in flames right now, she wouldn’t move away from Colton.

After long moments, they broke the kiss. She rested her head on his chest and shut her eyes, breathing hard. “When you’re recovered, I’m ready for round two.”

“Is that right?” She heard the smile in his tone.

“Mmhmm.”

“Then maybe I should smack this.” He swatted her ass cheek once, sharp enough to spread the sting through her. “Since the sound turns me on.”

She rolled her body against Colton’s. The need to never leave this bed was enormous. How long had they spent in it, just pleasing each other with their mouths? They hadn’t even gotten to the next round yet.

“What hold do you have on me, woman?” He slapped her ass once, the motion sweeping her cheek upward.

She panted with the sudden need to feel him inside her, stretching her wide.

With a soft cry, she moved to straddle his broad body. When she took his cock in hand and angled it toward her soaked pussy, their gazes caught and held.

The pleasure-pain of sliding down his long erection had her crying out. He echoed the sound with an animalistic one of his own. When she was seated with him fully inside of her, her pussy snug up against his body, her heart skipped.

“I love you.”

His eyelids hung heavy, under them came a blazing passion, from his deep-as-night eyes.

“You shouldn’t love a man like me.”

She rocked her hips front and back. “Too late.”

“You deserve better.”

She swung them side to side. “I have the best there is.”

“I don’t want to hurt you.”

“Then don’t ever hurt me.” Her chest heaved with the ecstasy drilling through her on every stroke of his cock. “Colton!”

He let out a groan. Cupping her face, he drew her down to kiss him. The way he so thoroughly showed her with his mouth just how much he wanted her made her mind spin.

He was in love with her, that much was evident. How could she make him state the words she needed to hear so badly?

“Yes! Colton!” She took him hard and fast, setting a pace to drive him as wild as he was driving her. Her pussy clamped on his length. Her insides tumbled.

Her heart shattered into a thousand pieces…but every piece belonged to him.

As she came apart for him, he cradled her close and whispered her name while his lips grazed her temple. Her cheek. Her lips.

“I love you! Fuck, Meadow!” He pumped his hips into hers.

When the liquid heat of his cum drenched her pussy, she let her eyes slip shut on the sensation. He loved her—she knew he did.

Loving her late brother’s friend there came a weight. She’d never leave Colton—it wasn’t even possible for her to walk away at this point. But the tremendous pain she carried with her made her realize Colton’s was just as heavy.

The guilt he bore over Forest’s death wasn’t something that would just go away, now or ever. He could only work through the painful knowledge that whatever he’d done—or thought he did—had been the end for her brother.

After lying on his chest for long minutes, she opened her mouth. Shut it again.

He eased the hair off her forehead and directed it behind her ear. “I know you want to ask me something.”

She remained silent, battling with whether or not the timing was right. But what better time than when they’d just shared their bodies in a union of love so strong that she couldn’t fathom leaving him.

“Meadow?” His tender tone stole the words from her mouth.

“You said you did something that got Forest killed. What was it?”

* * * * *

The last thing that Colton wanted to discuss with Meadow after what they just shared was what happened the day Forest lost his life.

The deep pain he carried with him everywhere had seemed to grow and swell over the past few weeks since he arrived at the Gracey. Now that he knew the people his command had hurt—no, wrecked—he couldn’t bury it as deep.

If at all.

“Meadow—”

She cut him off. “You’re going to have to tell me sometime, Colton. Why not now?”

“Because you’re not ready.”

She rolled off him onto her back, staring at the ceiling. A fierce determination blazed on her face, some inner glow lighting up her features as though she was just as mad as he was.

Hell, she might be.

He pushed out a sigh. There seemed to be no way around what she was asking of him.

The story that had been scattered in segments all over his brain now came together. It hovered like a cloud in his mind. The words, when they did come, came slow.

“There was a woman.”

She tensed.

“Not a woman like that. A villager. She lived in the village we attacked. After the battle was all over… Well, she was begging for us to take her with us, to save her. She’d just watched enemy fire take out her family. But we couldn’t take her with us.”

“Go on,” she said softly.

“Forest and I walked away and knew she was going to be taken hostage and probably wouldn’t survive it. After we left, that night we made a plan to go back for her.”

“Oh god.”

His throat clamped off with the memory of that fated day.

At his side, Meadow fell silent, listening with all of her ability, as if she’d miss something or he would leave it out. Not that she’d ever know. He could make up some story now.

But he wouldn’t.

She deserved to know what he’d done. What he was.

“I had a direct order not to leave my post that night. Yet I did. And I took Forest with me.”

His throat worked on a hard swallow. “We got back to the village pretty quickly. The enemy had come back to reclaim their dead. Slipping past the guard was easy. Finding the woman was not. We stayed too long. Next thing I knew, a gun was pressed into my temple and Forest was…dead.”

He could never share the detailed memory of how it happened with her. He’d already said too much.

Meadow’s eyes were so large and luminous.

Meadow brushed her hand over his shoulder, down his arm. “It’s all right. It’s okay, Colton. You were trying to help that woman.”

He fisted his hand on the mattress. “If I hadn’t disobeyed, Forest would be alive. He would never have taken that hit.”

A rough noise barked from him, like a wounded animal, as the terrible guilt and pain poured out of him for his friend, at long last. Meadow made a sound too, one of empathy and understanding. She wrapped her arms around him, drew his head down on her chest and held him while he struggled through his emotion.

His lips twisted in an effort to hold in a sob. With extreme force of will, he held the noise trapped deep inside.

But having the words out was enough. He wasn’t going to cry for his friend—not again, and sure as hell not in front of his goddamn sister. But the purging of what happened that day spread a calm over him like a balm to an open, festering wound.

Meadow held him, whispering soft, senseless reassurances. After several seconds, his mind blanked. The lump in his throat cleared away, and he drew a full breaths of fresh air.

Tinged with her personal scent that drove him absolutely crazy.

He gripped her sides, lifted his face and kissed her hard. The passion blazing through his soul on the heels of so much emotion spurred him to take her. To claim and own her.

She didn’t protest, only kissed him back, tangling her tongue with his and digging her fingers into his spine. As she spread her legs, urging him inside, he held her stare—and in one hard shove, filled her with his cock.

“I love you,” he ground out.

“I love you, Colton!”

“I’m never going to stop. You better get used to having me around.”

She wrapped her legs around him, holding him tight. “You can try to walk away, but I will hunt you down and bring you back to me. You belong to me the same way that I belong to you.”

Their gazes clashed, and in one smooth glide, he began to fuck her.


Chapter Twenty-One

The bunkhouse was as noisy as always, but when Colton walked in, the guys quit talking.

He closed the door behind him and faced the room.

“What are you guys talking about?”

No one answered.

He arched a brow and looked Webb in the eyes. “Did you find anything out about Meadow’s horse?”

He gave a slow wag of his head. “I spent some time at the neighbor’s ranch today. Asked if they had anything unusual happen to their livestock recently.”

“And?” Colton moved to pull out a chair and plopped into a seat at the table where the other men gathered, dusty elbows on the surface and mugs of coffee in front of them.

Webb hunched his shoulders. “Nothing at all. When they asked what’s going on here, I made up a story about seeing some tracks we thought were coyote.”

The guys didn’t respond—they obviously knew this already.

Colton pushed out a sigh. “We need to dig deeper. Somebody heard something or saw something. This is Friday night—are you headed to the Badlands?”

“We were planning on it.” Dude got up and reached for his Stetson he’d set on the table. “I’m going to clean up before we head out.”

Colton’s mind worked through the options. All of them had asked around town and spent time patrolling the ranch’s borders for any sign of trespassers, but so far, they were hitting a dead end.

He needed to be in Badlands tonight. He was good at talking to people. If anyone could weasel out information, he could.

Since finding the dead horse, they’d been questioning who would want to hurt the Graceys. He’d contemplated everything from Meadow’s father having an enemy to the culprit being the guy Colton pulled off Meadow in the parking lot at Badlands.

He managed to track him down, and paid him a special visit. After a brief talk, Colton was pretty damn sure that wimpy asshole didn’t have enough balls to fight a housefly, let alone retaliate by killing a horse in the most brutal of ways.

The ranch hands started moving around the bunkhouse. Webb hung back and turned to Colton. “You joining us down at Badlands?”

He heard another question loud and clear—was he going to spend the night with Meadow in the big house instead? He hadn’t slept in his bunk in days since Gracey was carted off by ambulance, and he really didn’t plan to start leaving her alone in the house. Especially knowing what happened to her horse.

“I need to be there. People don’t know me around these parts. They might slip up and say something we need to know.”

Webb eyed him. “But?”

“I don’t want to leave Meadow alone on the ranch. Those days are over. It’s not safe.”

“I’ll stay.”

Colton arched a brow in challenge. “I’ll ask Dude.”

Webb glared at him for a long moment before turning and walking off to his room.

When Dude emerged from the bathroom, his hair slicked back with water, Colton waved him over. “I’ve got a favor to ask.”

“Sure.”

“I need you to stay on the ranch and watch over Meadow.”

Dude cocked his head. “You trust me with your woman?”

“Yes.” He was a good judge of character. Dude had the loyalty and heart of a warrior. He would give up his life for one of the Graceys or the other ranch workers.

Dude ducked his head in a nod. “I’ll stay.”

“Just watch that she doesn’t leave the house. Keep your eyes peeled for anything strange.”

“Got it, boss.”

Webb and another guy were moving through the main room. They stopped at Dude’s words to Colton.

The ranch hand glanced around. “What? If he marries Meadow, he is the boss.”

Neither guy said a word, and Colton didn’t have anything to add or subtract. The topic both scared the hell out of him and sent his heart soaring.

He was in love with Meadow. Couldn’t see himself living without her by his side. But he’d never envisioned himself as the marrying kind.

In his small, cramped space, he located a clean set of clothes. Leaving Meadow at all didn’t sit well with him. Not with an unhinged person targeting the Graceys. But he was truthful with Dude when he told him he trusted him. And Colton would have a much better chance at wheedling information from people at the bar.

The only person who knew something was off on the ranch, was dead. Forest couldn’t help him now. And he suspected that the reason for Sean Gracey’s heart attack was in his son’s letter.

Though Meadow’s dad was improving by the day, he still wasn’t out of the woods. Last he heard from Meadow, the man was getting off the ventilator in the next day or two. After that, he should be able to speak.

What Colton had to ask him wouldn’t be good for his heart. He wasn’t going to be responsible for another death in the family, so he’d have to wait. It could be a while before Gracey could tell him anything.

After stripping off his clothes, dirty from the day’s chores, he paused, thinking of all the things that could go wrong tonight. His military training would take him far, but he suddenly wished he’d gotten a chance to train with Ross and the WEST Protection crew. They were at the top of their game. The SEALs of the security world.

Once he was dressed, his hat in place, he strode out to find the others waiting on him. With a nod for Dude, he followed the others to the truck. Webb jumped behind the wheel, and Colton took shotgun.

On the way down the long driveway, he watched the lights of the ranch house dim to pinpricks in the side mirror.

“We need more workers on the ranch. We’re spread too thin.”

Webb swung his head to look at him. “That’s easier said than done. Don’t you think I’ve tried to hire more people? Workers are scarce. They either don’t want to work at all or they already have a place on one of the neighboring ranches.”

He compressed his lips. “What I know from serving my country is that the more guys you have on your six, the better.”

“I’ll argue with you about a lot of things, Nox, but we’re in agreement on that point. I’ll put out the word that we’re looking for more guys on the Gracey, but I can’t make any guarantees.”

“I might know someone who can help.” Again, his mind went to Ross. If he could send him a guy or two, Colton would feel a lot better.

With his mind so preoccupied, they were at Badlands before Colton knew it. The place was hopping again, the parking lot packed full. A few drivers had even created their own parking spots in odd places, which reminded him of Meadow.

The little things that surprised him about her, made him fall in love with her. In the weeks since his arrival, he’d watched some of her light dim, though. It hurt him to witness. Hurt him even more that he couldn’t make things better.

Her father just needed time to heal. Her sister was in the wind, but maybe Colton could pull some strings there and find her. He had a lot of contacts in Europe.

The beat of a fast tune blasted out as the bouncer admitted them to Badlands. As soon as Colton stepped inside, he began casing the joint, examining every man bellied up to the bar and in every corner.

Then he spotted Gabby—the one who’d clung to him far too much for his liking. He let out a groan.

Webb’s hand came down on his shoulder. “Don’t let her hang on you tonight. You’ll never get a man to talk to you if she’s within a dozen steps.”

He glanced at Webb, surprised by the sudden show of camaraderie. “Thanks for the heads-up.”

Webb thumped him on the shoulder. “Don’t worry—I got you. I’ll tell her you’re gay.”

Despite himself, Colton felt a chuckle rumble in his throat. Though it was definitely unexpected, for the first time in a long time, he felt like someone had his six.

* * * * *

Meadow woke to the lamp burning on her nightstand. A glance at the windows showed deep darkness.

Disoriented, she scrubbed a hand over her face to clear away the haze of sleep and sat up in bed.

She glanced down at herself and saw she’d fallen into bed fully clothed. What day was it? What time? Where was Colton?

After returning from a day spent at her father’s bedside, she’d come home exhausted from doing nothing for days on end. Since Colton was busy with ranch chores, she climbed into bed and immediately passed out.

Now her mouth felt dry and sticky, her mind fuzzy, and a slight headache throbbed in her temples.

She couldn’t even recall when she’d last eaten a meal. Colton made her a sandwich—but that was the day before.

Moving to the edge of the bed, she reached for her phone, thinking to text him. A notification popped up.

She had new emails.

Rattled, she hastily threw her long hair over her shoulder and opened her email.

Seeing Ivy’s name had her heart leaping and her mouth even drier. She skimmed the message. Her sister’s voice came through loud and clear in her mind as she read how sorry she was that she hadn’t received the messages—she lost her phone swimming in a pond in Germany and hadn’t bought a new one yet. She only checked her email at a cyber café in the South of France.

Meadow plastered her hand over her face. That was just like Ivy.

She read the note over again, slower this time, taking in all the details. She told Meadow she was coming home. She would catch a flight out at the beginning of the week and asked her to pick her up at the airport.

When she read Ivy’s sadness over their father, tears blurred Meadow’s vision. She set aside her phone and dug her thumb and forefinger into her eyes to stave off the emotion.

She did not want to cry. The past few days had left her nose sore from wiping. She had to collect herself. It would be great to have Ivy around, but Meadow was always the strong one. She would have to keep her sister on track.

Excitement burned in her. She had to tell Colton the good news.

A glance at the time told her it was close to midnight. Colton hadn’t come to bed. Where was he?

It was Friday night—at least she thought it was. The guys would either be at Badlands or sitting around the campfire.

She raked her fingers through her messy locks before leaving her room in search of Colton. The old truck he drove sat in the same spot in front of the garage. So he hadn’t gone to the bar with the others. It was unlikely he would have ridden with any of them. He was too much of a loner for that.

That meant he had to be sitting by the fire.

But as soon as she walked out of the house, she sniffed the air and found it absent of the sweet scent of burning wood that always drifted to her when the guys had a fire.

Damn him. That meant he did go to the bar. Without her.

And that horrible woman Gabby would be there trying to sink her claws into him.

Miffed, she considered heading down there right now and demanding to know why he hadn’t woke her to join him tonight. Then she caught the low nicker of a horse. The sound carried on the breeze, drawing her like she was on a rope toward the barn.

The moon was obscured by thick clouds tonight, leaving no light to guide her. But Meadow could walk the path to the barn in the dark and totally blind. How many times had she counted the steps it took to reach her horse?

At the door, she reached for the handle to slide it aside. The well-oiled wheels rolled quietly, and she stepped inside before reaching for the light switch on the wall.

Something hard grabbed her arm. A hand.

She opened her mouth to shriek, but another came down on her mouth, cutting off any sound. Terror and panic rose inside her, hot and thick and jagged. The thorns of fear jabbed her deep, and she began to struggle against whoever had grabbed her.

Twisting, she balled her fist and tried to strike any part of the man holding her.

As she struggled, his hand slipped on her mouth, and she let out a shriek, pushing the sound out with the entire force of her lungs. The scream echoed through the barn. But how far would the sound carry? Who was nearby to even hear?

To help?

To save her?

She had no one. She had to save herself.

“Let me go!” She kicked and bucked against the prison of the man’s arms. “If you know what’s good for you, let me go!”

A deep voice penetrated her fog of terror, washing across her ear. “Did you come to see your horse?”

She went still.

“Your horse is dead. I gutted her myself. Your father didn’t get the memo, though, did he? He hid in the hospital instead. Now I’m here to take you in payment.”

Her heart raced so painfully that she could scarcely breathe. Panting hard, she ran her tongue over her parched lips. “Payment for what?” she croaked.

Tough fingers bit into her arm. The other hand clapped over her mouth once more. Before he could seal off her air, she shrieked again. His hand muffled it too much.

No one would ever hear her.

She was going to be killed…like her horse? Oh god. Jewel. When? Why?

Who was this man?

He moved his grip and shook her until her head snapped on her neck. Still, she screamed—it was her only defense now. If anyone was left on the ranch, they wouldn’t be far and would come running to her aid.

“Shut up! Shut the hell up!”

He locked his hand over her nose and mouth. She struggled to find a hint of air, but he seemed to know how to cut off all her supply of oxygen.

Arching her back, she tried to elbow him, to kick—to cause any damage to her captor.

Suddenly, three things happened at once. His hand fell away from her mouth. The other slid down her arm. And the noise of an splintering wood echoed through the barn.

Meadow looked up in time to see her assailant flying into the wall. The form crumpled to the floor.

Then she made out the familiar wide pair of shoulders.

Her heart jerked in her chest, her mind frozen with fear as she looked on.

Colton slowly advanced on the man lying on the floor. Fists curled at the ends of his long arms, he walked up to the guy and kicked him.

He didn’t move.

A hysterical scream bubbled out of Meadow’s lips. She was sucking in the air she’d been deprived of, but too fast. In the back of her mind, she realized she was hyperventilating.

Bending forward, she screamed again and again, the sound losing strength as she fought to find enough oxygen to fill her lungs.

Colton whirled back around, the man forgotten, and rushed to her.

His warm, callused hands cupping her face grounded her, but not enough to stop her from being hysterical. Another shriek left her, cut off by her lungs that refused to function right.

“Baby, calm down. Meadow! It’s me. You’re hyperventilating. Calm down. I’m here. 
Oh fuck, baby.” He gathered her to his chest and held her through the next frightening minute of not being able to breathe.

He swept her up in his arms and carried her outside. Over his shoulder, she saw the dark shadow of the form on the floor. The man wasn’t moving.

She hoped Colton had killed him—for attacking her. For killing her horse.

As soon as her lungs remembered how to function, a sob burst from her. “He…killed my…horse!”

“I know. I know, baby.”

“You know?” she screamed.

“I got you. You’re safe. He’s gone.” The harsh tone of Colton’s voice bordered on a growl as he carried her far away from the barn.

She clung to him. “What is happening?”

He said nothing as he strode with her to the porch. He sat on a step with her in his lap.

Her horse. That man. The things he said to her.

Shudders rolled through her, uncontrolled and unchecked.

“What… Who?” She didn’t seem to be capable of forming a full sentence.

“Shh. Calm down, honey. You’re safe with me now.” He cupped her head against his chest.

Clutching his shirt, she tried to find words to express what just happened to her. “What is going on?” she whimpered.

He stroked her hair. “Something is happening around here, but we don’t know what. We need your father to speak to us.”

“My father!”

“Yes. Forest knew something was going on. But I don’t know what that is. The only person who can tell us now is your father.”

Shock stole her words. For long moments, she couldn’t think of any response.

At last, she croaked, “What happens now?”

He drew back, staring into her eyes. The black depths of his own glittered with fury. “I protect you. I protect the ranch.”

Still stunned, she shook her head in disbelief.

“I have someone I can call. We get him here. I’ll call and he’ll be here.” Determination burned in his tone and in his rugged features.

Her memory jogged. “Ivy is coming home too. First of the week.”

His hard nod spoke of all this man was—a fighter. A warrior. A protector.

The love of her life.

Squeezing her tight against his chest, he brushed his lips over her forehead. “We’ll get them both here. And I swear on Forest’s name that nothing will ever happen to you again.”


Chapter Twenty-Two

One text to Webb had the ranch workers catching a ride with a neighbor and returning to the Gracey Ranch. One text to his friend Ross had a man on the way.

Colton’s chest pounded with the adrenaline racing through his system. Some sixth sense he was thankful he was born with—one that had kept him out of the line of fire so many times—had seen him walking out of Badlands and jumping in the truck.

The urge to return to the ranch, to be with Meadow, overpowered him.

Now he knew why. But it offered no comfort.

A strange man lay dead in the barn, his neck broken from being hurled into the wall. Colton hadn’t even meant to cause such damage—in fact, he wished he were alive so he could do worse. The bastard deserved far worse than a quick death.

If he’d been even a minute later, who knew what he would have walked into that barn, to find.

Meadow stood in a ring of headlights from police vehicles, a blanket draped over her narrow shoulders, recounting her story to them.

He hung out at the entrance of the barn, battling the need to destroy, maim and kill.

The cops and the coroner surrounded the body. Overhead, the bright bulbs of the ceiling lights sent an unnatural glare through the space that usually seemed so warm and homey for the horses.

Now death and despair hung in the barn.

Someone stepped up beside him. Colton turned his head to look at Webb.

“Jesus Christ, Nox.” The man scuffed his knuckles over his short beard.

“It’s not over. Far from it.”

“You’re right. Dude’s missing.”

Shock tore through him. Fuck—in his worry over Meadow, he hadn’t even given the ranch hand a thought.

A twist of pain in his stomach told him of another sixth sense—that the man he’d trusted with Meadow’s safety…was dead.

Another life on his conscience. If he’d stayed behind instead of going to the bar looking for answers, he would have prevented all of this.

“Fuck,” he muttered.

“That doesn’t begin to describe this fucking mess, but I get what you’re saying.”

“We have to start looking for him.”

“The guys are already out searching the outbuildings. I’m riding out in a minute to help in the search. I only came in here to suggest that you stay with Meadow.”

He twisted to look out the door at Meadow standing in the wreath of headlights, her face stark white and the blanket hanging around her like a shroud.

“I’ll never let her out of my sight again.”

“Good. It looks like the best man won.” Webb walked off before Colton could fully process his words.

The cops were still involved with the body, and Colton was no longer questioned for the moment.

Meadow needed him now.

As he approached her, she looked up, eyes wide and fixed until she seemed to realize she was staring at him. She broke away from the officer.

Colton rushed toward her, his arms already opening to receive her as she hurried to him.

As soon as he tucked her against his body, he was able to take a deep breath. But it didn’t stop the pounding agony of what might have happened if he hadn’t left the bar when he did.

So many questions were left unanswered. The trouble on the ranch. Her father’s role in it.

When Meadow told Colton that her attacker mentioned taking her as payment, his blood had run cold and fury prickled on his nape.

Her father had to get better—fast—so Colton could interrogate him about what was happening around here.

There was also the unsettling matter of Dude going missing. Colton did not have a good feeling about any of this. He’d seen evil in the world—spent his career trying to eradicate it.

This was evil on a different level. This time it was personal.

The cop watched them for a minute before he approached. “We have more questions for both of you.”

Over the top of Meadow’s head, Colton met his gaze. “Not now.”

Sweeping her into his arms, he carried her to the house. The lights were all on, leaving a yellow blaze on the porch to light their way.

She tensed in his hold.

“The police searched the house, baby. It’s clear. You’re safe with me.”

She shivered, a reminder to him that he had killed a man in front of her eyes.

Right now, she was still in a state of shock. When that wore off, she might see him differently.

She may run away.

When he walked straight to her bedroom and lay her down, he lingered over her, unwilling to step away for fear that she may never let him close again.

“Colton?”

He forced himself back an inch.

She hooked her arms around his neck and yanked him down on top of her with more strength than he ever thought her capable of.

But that shook him too—he knew better. Meadow was a survivor, just like he was.

“Come back to me. I see the shock on you, Colton. Stay here, with me. Let me take care of you.”

He buried his face against her fragrant throat and groaned. “God, woman. It’s me who should be taking care of you.”

“You do.” She kissed his cheek, his temple. “You saved my life. You’ve saved my heart from the bleak darkness it was headed for. I love you more than anything in this world.”

“I don’t know what is going on around here, but I will find out.” His jaw ached from the tension clamping it. “I will find out and I will put it to rights.”

She curled her fingers into his shoulders, holding him closer. “We will find out together. We’re a team now, Colton Nox. Forest sent you to me for a reason, and I’m never going to let go of that gift.”

He found her mouth and kissed her, long and deep. The ache inside of him eased a little, but it was enough for now. It was enough to carry on.

“I love you, Meadow. Beautiful woman. Wild thing. You are my world now.”

She parted her lips for his tongue, and suddenly, nothing else mattered.

* * * * *

Meadow fiddled with her hair. Then she knotted her fingers in her lap.

Why was she a bundle of nerves? She was only picking up her sister. This was Ivy—they grew up together, playing with dolls and swimming in the pond.

The same pond that had started so much with Colton.

Openly, she studied his perfect profile. His attention was on the highway that led to the airport, but when he swung his gaze to her, the corners of his eyes creased with a smile.

Seeing her twisted fingers in her lap, he covered them with his big, warm hand. “Nothing to be nervous about, baby. I told you, my friend we’re picking up is one of the best. And he knew Forest too.”

She let a sigh trickle out. “I’m more nervous about seeing my sister after all this time. Then after we settle Ivy and your friend at the ranch, we have to go out and find all the things Daddy needs to come home.”

He squeezed her hand. “We will find everything on the list the home nurses gave you. It’s going to be all right.”

Her mind bounced all over the place. Between being attacked, the murder of her horse—and the fact that the guys had all been keeping it from her—plus her dad and sister, she was scattered to what felt like all four corners of the ranch.

“I need a distraction. Tell me about this friend of yours again.”

Colton shot her a glance and thumbed the brim of his hat lower, an action she felt was totally manly and distracting in a different way. “His name is Hunter Hart. They call him Sharps.”

When he told her this the first time, a shiver ran down her spine. Hearing the nickname had the same impact on her now. She could only guess at what a Navy SEAL, a friend of Colton and Forest, would have to have done to earn that moniker.

“And you say he was injured in combat?”

He ducked his head in a nod. “He’s been in the hospital in Germany for the last nine months. I never would have thought of asking him to come here. I lost touch with him, and things got complicated.” He tossed her a glance that spoke volumes. “But luckily, my friend at WEST Protection has a lot of connections to former military. He headhunts them for his security team.”

She took this all in, questioning how she’d gone from a peaceful country life to a crime show.

“I’m glad you’ll have a friend on the ranch. Though I know you and Zach have smoothed out things between you.”

He nodded, face pensive. “I only have a problem with him if he makes a move on you. But he seems to have come to terms with the fact that you’re mine.” He pivoted his head and pierced her in his dark, dark gaze.

The familiar tingle of awareness spread though her core, the memory of his hand on her ass in this very truck fueling a fire she couldn’t wait for him to put out.

She squirmed in her seat. “Step on it, Colton. We don’t want to be late picking up Ivy and Hunter.”

A grin stretched across his handsome face. Though they had a lot of worries hanging over their heads, she was so happy with her newfound love and couldn’t wait to wake up every morning to Colton next to her.

When they reached the airport, she gripped the posters she’d made. Colton teased her that she didn’t really need signs to direct the passengers they were picking up. After all, Ivy was her sister and he could pick Hunter out of any crowd.

But she only told him that she needed something to pass the time waiting, and it gave her a creative outlet.

In the airport, they headed straight to the gate where they’d pick up both passengers. Meadow passed Colton the sign with Hunter’s name on it, and he slipped an arm around her, anchoring her against his side.

“It’s crazy that they both flew out of Germany. Especially since I thought Ivy was in the South of France.” There seemed to be a lot that her sister hadn’t told her—yet. But Meadow planned to get every tidbit out of her.

“It was a good coincidence. One that helps us out. I don’t like being away from the ranch very long.” His expression darkened.

She ran a hand over his forearm to soothe him. “We’ve got more help now. Hunter will—oh! There’s Ivy!” She held up the sign, bouncing up and down on her toes as she spotted the long, blonde head of hair among the crowd.

As she waved at her sister, Colton let out a grunt. “She looks so much like you. And damn, Hunter’s right behind her.”

Ivy rushed forward, a duffel bag slapping her hip. The worry between her brows smoothed out as Meadow hurried to greet her with an enormous hug.

The feel of her sibling in her arms brought tears to Meadow’s eyes. When they pulled apart, Ivy’s green eyes bore some too.

“It’s soooo good to see you! I missed you so much.” Meadow hurled her arms around her sister again, smashing the sign in the process.

Suddenly, Ivy stiffened. Meadow drew away to see her sister staring at Colton, who was thumping a tall, muscled, hot guy on the back.

“Who is that?” Ivy’s tone held a note of contempt.

“That’s Colton—Forest’s friend. You remember?”

She blinked several times as more moisture hit her eyes and nodded.

“And my boyfriend.”

Ivy’s jaw dropped but then firmed again when she watched Hunter and Colton talking in rapid sentences. “I mean, who is the guy Colton’s talking to?”

“That’s our new ranch hand—Hunter. He was friends with Forest too, and now he’s coming to the ranch to…lend a hand.” She hadn’t yet told Ivy the tale of what happened on the ranch—or how their father seemed to be involved.

“Come on.” She dragged her sister a few feet over to where the guys stood. “Ivy, meet Colton.”

“You look a lot different from the picture Forest carried of you.” Colton smiled.

“I must have been about thirteen in that photo.” Ivy rolled her eyes, which pulled a snort out of the new ranch hand.

Ivy’s head whipped around and she sent him a glare that would shrivel a lesser man. Hunter, however, was no lesser man.

“And this is Hunter,” Colton introduced them.

Ivy cocked a brow.

Hunter’s lips twisted in one part sneer, one part amusement. “We’ve met.” His tone was dry.

Meadow locked eyes with Colton. Whatever was going on between her sister and the former SEAL was anyone’s guess.

“What’s your name again? Princess?” Hunter’s sarcasm drew a grumble from Ivy.

“It’s Ivy, as I told you before on the plane. But you must have amnesia.” She turned her nose up in the air. “Get me home. I need to change out of these clothes and go see our father.”

Meadow hung back with Colton for a moment, allowing the pair to walk to baggage claim ahead of them. “What do you think happened on the plane?” she asked him.

He shrugged. “If she’s anything like you, she just needs a firm hand to straighten her out.”

Meadows’s jaw dropped in outrage, and she lightly punched his arm. Then she leaned on tiptoe to kiss him fully on the lips. “You know how much I love that firm hand of yours.”

He slipped his hand low over her spine, stopping short of caressing her backside. “And I love teaching you lessons, baby.”

Even though there was a lot to worry about, Meadow knew that, with Colton at her side, everything would work out. Love—and family—would prevail.
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